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ABSTRACT

MORE THAN WE IMAGINED: TOWARD A MAP OF BELIEFS AND
ATTITUDES ABOUT CREATIVE WRITING
Kelle Sills Mullineaux, Ph.D.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Thomas McCann, Director

As creative writing studies moves toward becoming a discipline, scholars have called for
inquiry into the diverse philosophies that drive creative writing as a field of study. To determine
the extent to which writers’ beliefs could be mapped or categorized along recognizable lines, I
surveyed 117 creative writers about their opinions regarding the nature of creativity. The results
were studied quantitatively and qualitatively using correlations, exploratory factor analysis, and
rhetorical analysis. The data demonstrated that creative writing philosophy is even more complex
than literature on the subject might suggest. Respondents’ beliefs about creativity were
inextricably influenced by a wide variety of other belief systems and worldviews, including
politics, religion, education, and social justice. I recommend that future studies on creative
writing philosophy look closely at the underlying rhetorical frameworks respondents use when
discussing creativity, as these frameworks made analysis more manageable. The data also
suggest that creative writing studies are best characterized as an interdisciplinary field.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In the opening paragraphs of his history of creative writing in academia, The Elephants
Teach (2006), D. G. Myers voiced a now-common observation among creative writing scholars:
studies of creative writing are hampered by contention and confusion. “The debate,” he said,
“has been carried on with such partisan indignation that different people seem to be talking about
radically different things when they talk about creative writing” (p. 2). When conducting
research into an issue, especially a contentious and emotionally charged issue, there is nothing
more frustrating than discovering that the terms used by the debaters are subjective or unclear.
Untangling what everyone means slows down the academic conversation; it leads to
miscommunication and misunderstanding and, even worse, can cause new entrants to the
conversation to feel confused, frustrated, and uninterested in learning more.
This dissertation is the result of my effort to clarify the “radically different things” that
frustrated Myers and continue to complicate the endeavors of scholars who want to understand
the amorphous nature of creative writing. At a basic, scientifically verifiable level, we
understand almost nothing about the nature of creativity, and our beliefs about it are as
assumption filled as they are debatable. We do not agree on what creativity is, where it comes
from, who possesses it, whether it can change over time, what influences it, or how to evaluate it.
Despite its mysteriousness, however, creativity is widely regarded as important. We look at
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creativity as a symbol of our shared humanity and a driving force behind our greatest
achievements. Employers demand it, schools market their ability to provide it, and in the last
century, eighteen Ph.D-level creative writing programs in the United States have promised to
develop our understanding of it (Poets & Writers, 2017). But what is the nature of the subject
that these programs are developing? And how can they develop that subject?
Scholarship about creative writing depicts a clash between old and new ideologies. Myers
(2006) writes that creative writing has historically been treated as a separate, artistic realm
receiving the patronage of the university. A number of scholars take issue with how many
stereotypical depictions of writing faculty (the writer forced to teach, the teacher as failed writer,
the celebrity author who never appears in class, etc.) are inspired by real professors (Leahy,
2005; Ritter & Vanderslice, 2007). However, a new wave of writer/teacher/scholars has begun
publishing on the subject of creative writing. Often with backgrounds in composition and/or
literature as well as creative writing, these scholars embrace their role as educators and express
concern that their field does not receive the legitimacy it deserves. The latter group has
emphasized creative writing pedagogy, making astute observations about the way teachers’
assumptions and rhetoric play out in the creative writing classroom (Bishop, 1990, 1999; Kroll &
Harper, 2013; Leahy, 2005; Moxley, 1989; Ritter & Vanderslice, 2007). In the last two decades,
creative writing studies (CWS) has grown into a field that explores creativity from a fascinating
array of lenses and theoretical perspectives (Donnelly, 2012; Kroll & Harper, 2013; Ryan, 2016)
and has renewed discussion of the place of creative writing within the context of the university.
One major argument brought forth by these scholars is that creative writing must examine
its philosophies and practices to advocate for its value. In a time when university administrators
are reprioritizing programs and funding, separation between the programs, especially
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inexplicable separation, can potentially harm other areas in writing studies, including
professional writing and composition, which are limited by their reputation as “non-creative”
fields (Bishop, 2003; Hesse, 2010). Reflecting on the nature of creativity in writing and
facilitating discussion about the distinctions among different genres are key to ensuring the
future of writing programs of all kinds.
The major works of creative writing scholars almost always challenge traditional beliefs
about the nature of creative writing and our current practices as teachers and scholars of writing.
However, while others have written extensively about how creative writing might consider
altering its pedagogical practices, the fundamental beliefs that drive these attitudinal changes
remain under the surface, unexplored. CWS is dedicated to developing students’ creative writing
ability, but when defending their choice to pursue such information, creative writing scholars
often challenge traditional academic conceptions about what creativity is. When writing teachers
ask the most basic of pedagogical questions – How can I help my students be better creative
writers? – they are knowingly or unknowingly making a number of suggestions about the nature
of creativity. When asked to clarify their beliefs, two teachers may find that they disagree
extensively about their role in the classroom, what it is they teach, and what goals they expect
their students to achieve.
Several scholars have argued that creative writing studies has the potential to become a
discipline within English studies, but creative writing is missing the institutional and
philosophical framework that other disciplines’ scholars rely on when discussing their
foundations and beliefs. In this dissertation, I hope to provide the means by which creative
writing scholars can better describe and define their deep-seated beliefs about creative writing,
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allowing them to explore their beliefs more deeply and distinguish creative writing as an area of
scholarship.
As a field, creative writing would benefit from a framework, a universal set of terms that
can be used to discuss how creative writing is perceived and taught. It might not ever be possible
to objectively define or understand creativity. However, it is possible to organize (or at least
name) the diverse beliefs and schools of thought that drive the field of creative writing studies.
Other disciplines have benefited from a better understanding of the philosophical frameworks
that drive their fields of study. Scholars such as Stephen North (1987) and James Berlin (1987)
set out to categorize ways of knowledge making and schools of thought in composition studies,
and their efforts are helpful for scholars who want to explain where they stand in the context of
other beliefs about composition. It should be similarly possible to draw a map of the diverse and
overlapping beliefs that form CWS. Such a map would help scholars explain, using universally
consistent terms, exactly what they are talking about when they talk about creative writing.
Furthermore, a rhetorical, philosophical, and/or epistemological guide to creative writing studies
could help the current generation of writer/teacher/scholars push their research beyond lore and
anecdotal evidence. By providing scholars with universal terms and contexts, creative writing
can move closer to the “uncontested teaching subject” that Kelly Ritter and Stephanie
Vanderslice (2007) envision: a true field of study deserving of attention (xvii).
The research presented in this dissertation is the first step to drawing a map of beliefs in
creative writing. Although it does not yet fill in every unexplored area, it does suggest cardinal
directions to use in future expeditions, and it gives students, writers, teachers, scholars, and
administrators a chance to think about where they and their institutions belong on the map.

5
The following chapters outline the ideological history of CWS, including its most prolific
proponents as well as the systemic issues they position themselves against. To determine how
thoroughly CWS literature represents commonly held beliefs about creative writing and how
those beliefs differ from each other, I have pursued the following research questions:
1.

How accurately does the debate between traditionalists and writer/teacher/scholars (as
depicted in literature about CWS) represent commonly held beliefs about creative
writing studies?

2.

Is it currently possible to categorize “schools of thought” in creative writing studies?

3.

If so, what are the philosophical and rhetorical foundations behind those schools of
thought?

To explore these questions, I built and disseminated a mixed-methods survey that elicits
and measures a variety of opinions on issues that scholars have deemed relevant to our
understanding of creative writing. The survey was distributed online using writers’ forums and
Facebook groups, where it was available for any self-identified writers to take. After examining
the ways that the respondents’ answers correlated to each other, as well as the relationships
between groups of responses, I have determined that our views about creative writing are more
fundamentally varied than we have given them credit for and that exploring these fundamental
differences in thought will help CWS continue to grow as a discipline.
In the next chapter, I provide a literature review outlining the recent history of creative
writing, the debates that have driven its birth as a field of study, the major ideological divides as
they are described by scholars, and the challenges creative writing studies faces in building a
theoretical foundation, including interdisciplinary concerns. As a way of celebrating its subject
matter, CWS encourages scholars to be innovative in theorization, yet the field often struggles to
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work with the paradoxical and subjective nature of creativity. A better understanding of the
variety of beliefs creative writers have about the subject would assist students, scholars, and
administrators as they determine the place of CWS in academia.
In Chapter 3, I outline the methodology of my study, including the unique challenges I
faced in designing the project. Next, I explain the purpose behind the procedure and how it was
executed, as well as the methods I used to analyze the data.
In Chapter 4, I present the quantitative and qualitative results of my study. The qualitative
data provide a helpful overview of respondents’ answers, but they also raise questions about how
many competing philosophies are impacting and tangling the answers. The qualitative answers
provided by respondents offer possible explanations for inconsistencies in the quantitative data,
and they also shed light on the diversity of beliefs that influence our understanding of creative
writing.
In Chapter 5, I summarize the results obtained in Chapter 4, discuss the implications of
the results, describe the applications for and limitations of the data, and provide direction for
further study. The quantitative and qualitative data demonstrate not only that creative writing
philosophy is too complex to fit into two camps but also that respondents’ beliefs about
creativity always occur within a context, inextricably influenced by a wide variety of other belief
systems and worldviews, including politics, religion, education, and social justice. Although the
need for contextualization made analysis difficult, I did discover a means of organizing answers
using two constructs: the Internal/External alignment, and the Universal/Constraining alignment.
In addition, the data suggests that it should be possible in future studies to analyze a respondent’s
beliefs about creativity as a person, process, or product by looking at the verbs, nouns, and
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adjectives they use to describe creativity and analyzing them within the rhetorical context in
which they were made.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The following chapter provides a brief historical overview of creativity in philosophy as
well as creative writing as a subject within English departments. I describe the progression of
creative writing as a subject, the birth of creative writing studies, and the goals scholars have set
for its development into a discipline. I also outline the ideological camps that have influenced the
development of creative writing studies and the major concerns that drive scholars’ work.
Afterwards, I describe the impact of interdisciplinarity on creative writing studies, summarize
some of the key lessons scholars can learn from creativity studies in other fields, and explain
why a more thorough look at creative writing’s philosophical influences would help creative
writing studies solidify itself as a discipline.

Creativity, Creative Writing, and English: A Historical Overview

Discussions about the nature of creativity have been taking place for thousands of years,
and from the beginning, philosophers offered vastly different interpretations of what it is and
how it happens. Plato’s descriptions of the source of creativity, for example, are so
fundamentally unlike those of Aristotle that the men barely appear to be speaking on the same
subject. In Poetics (1984), Aristotle writes that poetry is born from mankind’s inherent and
natural urge to imitate, and he declares the existence of different genres to be a reflection of the
moral character of the imitators. In contrast, Plato has Socrates argue in Dialogue of Ion (1920)
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that the poet is simply the medium for divine inspiration. Although the philosophers are divided
as to whether poetry comes from an external or internal source, both men value its potential as a
means of creative expression and believe that certain poems are of a higher quality than others.
Over the centuries, as literacy increased and writing became an increasingly common
form of expression, poetry still retained its status as the most creative literary genre. Coleridge,
in his Biographia Literaria (1965), provides his own philosophical understanding of poetry and
poets. In his estimation, art and poesy are not made through copying or strict imitation, but
through integrating and balancing truth and beauty through the mind of genius (pp. 253-263). His
vision for the poet is lofty:
The poet, described in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul of man into activity, with
the subordination of its faculties to each other, according to their relative worth and
dignity. He diffuses a tone, and spirit of unity, that blends, and (as it were) fuses, each
into each, by that synthetic and magical power, to which we have exclusively
appropriated the name of imagination. This power, first put in action by the will and
understanding, and retained under their irremissive, though gentle and unnoticed, control
(laxis effertur habenis) reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or
discordant qualities: of sameness, with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the
idea, with the image; the individual, with the representative; the sense of novelty and
freshness, with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of emotion, with more
than usual order; judgement ever awake and steady self-possession, with enthusiasm and
feeling profound or vehement; and while it blends and harmonizes the natural and the
artificial, still subordinates art to nature; the manner to the matter; and our admiration of
the poet to our sympathy with the poetry. (p. 12)
Coleridge’s standards for poetry, he argues, cannot be satisfied by simply educating men, as the
requisite power and imagination could be “cultivated and improved” but never learned (p. 14).
Poetic genius is therefore a gift bestowed on a few rare men and displayed through their choices
of subject matter and vision. As the dominant explanation of poetic creativity at the time,
Coleridge’s descriptions elevated the status of creativity as a trait even as they severely limited
who could possess it and how it could be expressed.
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Despite increased interest in creativity, creative writing did not become an academic
subject within English studies until relatively recently. D.G. Myers (2006) writes that
composition (and creative writing) were formed in the late 1800s “out of a constructivist belief
that the ideal end of the study of literature is the making of literature” (p. 36), and he argues that
composition’s success in establishing writing as a separate area of English studies paved the way
for creative writing to be taken seriously. Until the 1920s, composition and creative writing in
many universities were one and the same (p. 37). When composition came under attack and was
relegated to less “literary” exercises, creative writing began to emerge as a separate entity.
Eventually, although Myers writes that it was “not intended” (p. 138), dividing lines appeared
between creative writing and composition.
Today, English departments often make clear delineations between composition, creative
writing, and literature, a distinction that creative writing scholars hope to maintain. While many
of the scholars Myers read for his historiography divide English by function into two sections
(with the interpretative function placed within the realm of literature and productive function
split between composition and creative writing), Myers argues that English is actually split three
ways into literature, composition, and creative writing, each “differentiated by aim and method”
(p. 10). Tim Mayers (2005) agrees with this analysis, adding that the historical differences
between the departments have been reinforced by the nature of the university (xii). These
differences affect each discipline’s self-perception; as Mayers claims, creative writing programs
view their practitioners as writers first and teachers second, while composition scholars place
their teaching identity first (p. 4). In general, Mayers argues, recognizing creative writing as a
separate area allows English studies to be conceptualized “not in terms of an ongoing battle
between two rival camps, but rather as a constantly shifting coexistence of three ideologies, each
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of which is bureaucratically, economically, and institutionally inscribed within particular
departments… and occasionally overlaps with one or more of the others” (p. 7).
Despite being a separate field within English studies, scholars of creative writing studies
(CWS) stop short of calling creative writing studies a discipline as it exists in its current state.
Instead, the discussion centers on what else CWS would need to do to truly become a discipline.
Dianne Donnelly (2014) describes creative writing as standing at a crossroads, gazing into two
possible futures. It could continue to hold onto tradition, or creative writing could become an
academic discipline. Donnelly argues that the community that is making this decision is fractured
into factions and that, historically, creative writing has been resistant to both scholarship and
reform, but her goal is to help creative writing become an academic discipline on equal footing
with composition and literary studies. To achieve this goal, Donnelly argues that CWS must
dedicate its time and resources to theory and research about creative writing, commit to
reflecting on and questioning its practices, and develop a thorough understanding of creative
writing’s institutional history and philosophical beliefs.
CWS has already made significant steps toward these goals. Influenced by the success of
programs in England and Australia, the United States has developed 18 Ph.D. programs in
creative writing (Poets & Writers, 2017), and 2016 marked the launch of the US-based Creative
Writing Studies Organization (CWSO), which, according to its website, “is dedicated to helping
creative writing studies establish itself through increasing the visibility of scholarship that
pertains to creative writing and being an inclusive, diverse space that fosters open conversation
about topics pertaining to the field.” CWSO maintains a peer-reviewed, open-access journal, and
they held their first conference in September 2016, establishing a consistent venue for creative
writing scholars to share and publish their work. In his letter introducing the first issue of the
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CWSO journal, James Ryan (2016) outlines his hopes for the organization: “As we discuss our
values, history, future, politics, best practices, and new findings, we will build the discipline of
Creative Writing Studies together” (p. 4). The work produced by these scholars, as well as the
essays and books that encourage their efforts, form a collection that challenges and expands on
historical views of creative writing, providing important clues as to the competing philosophies
that founded this fledgling discipline.

Schools of Thought in Creative Writing
In general, scholars’ perspectives of creative writing in academia tend to fall into one of
two categories: traditionalist perspectives, or writer-teacher-scholar perspectives. I have adopted
the term “traditionalist” to represent the ideological and philosophical beginnings of academic
creative writing as well as how it has been represented until recently. Ritter and Vanderslice
(2007) describe these voices as “certain profiles… both real people and stereotypes,” recognized
through the experiences of teachers and students as well as in the narratives of some
teacher/writers. They are not a unified or self-identified group but rather a stereotypical
representation of “how it’s always been” in academic creative writing. They are mostly defined
or described by the writer-teacher-scholars, who are frustrated about how traditional attitudes
have affected the field. I am using the term “traditionalist” to refer to a philosophical attitude
that is often described by writer-teacher-scholars as including some, or possibly all, of the
following beliefs:
1. Not everyone is born with the capacity to be a creative writer (as described by
Royster, 2005).
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2. Creative writing either cannot be taught, or can only be taught in a limited fashion
(McFarland, 1993).
3. In a creative writing workshop, the teacher (an established writer) will guide and
critique students whom they deem to have ability as writers. This knowledge might be
passed down in a brutal fashion, designed to “break” writers and reform them (as
described by Cain, 2007).
4. Writers should work on their creative writing, first and foremost. Teaching is an
unfortunate necessity that pays the bills for writers in financial need (as described by
Ritter and Vanderslice, 2007; and by Hesse, 2010).
5. Scholarship is unnecessary and less important than authors’ own observations and
memoir. Creative writing should be taught by practitioners, not theorists (as described
by Hesse, 2010).
6. Some literary works have more intrinsic value than others. Specific people with
background, talent, and experience in the field are qualified to decide the value of
each work (as described by Ostrom, 1994).
7. Creative writing as a subject is entirely divorced from both composition and literature
(as described by Bishop, 1993).
8. Creative writing should not have to “do” or accomplish anything as an academic
subject (as described by Welch, 1999).
The trouble with defining traditional viewpoints about creative writing is that, if
conforming to the list described above, traditionalists do not publish in scholarly venues.
Because of this, it is difficult to define traditionalist viewpoints fairly, which can lead to
problems with misrepresentation. As Lee-Ann M. Kastman Breuch notes in “Post-Process
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Pedagogy” (2002), composition scholars struggled with a similar issue when the process
movement began to challenge current-traditional1 ways of teaching writing and again when later
movements challenged process theory. She argues that current-traditional was not defined until
the process movement explained what it disliked (p. 109), a cycle that repeated for each major
theory as earlier theories became scapegoats or strawmen. As creative writing evolves and
challenges older ideas, Kastman Breuch’s words serve as a warning because people and works
that have been categorized by others as traditional might not agree with that diagnosis and
because traditionalist viewpoints may be more complex or varied than the above list suggests.
That said, a few rare scholarly entries have been labeled traditionalist, such as Ron
McFarland’s (1993) “An Apologia for Creative Writing,” in which he defined the limitations and
value of the MFA workshop in the following oft-quoted paragraph:
Trying to approach the subject of teaching creative writing in something of an
Aristotelian fashion, I once ascertained five essentials of a serious writer: desire, drive,
talent, vision, and craft… whether the list is held at five, cut to three, or expanded to
twenty: of the essentials, only craft can be taught. Arguably, one may teach about the
other matters, and perhaps one can stimulate desire or drive or even vision, but one
cannot teach those essentials. (p. 34)
McFarland’s description seems indicative of traditional ideology, which either denies or severely
limits the extent to which creative writing is a teachable subject. In addition, because four out of
five of McFarland’s essentials are framed as innate human characteristics, he implies that his

1

Berlin divided schools of thought in composition by their underlying rhetorical theories and
named them accordingly. The current-traditionalists, in his opinion, focused on inductive
reasoning and communicating the results of that reasoning to various audiences. The
expressionists argued that truth is found in the private, internal vision of the world and that the
aim of rhetoric is self-discovery, not communication. The New Rhetoricians, Berlin’s favorite
group, treated truth as something created through communication rather than a pre-existing entity
(Berlin, 1982). For more information on these classifications, see Berlin (1987).
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students’ inborn abilities will determine their successes or failures. Later scholars took issue with
what they saw as a significant downplay of creative writing’s potential as a subject as well as
what creative writing classes can do for students (Welch, 1999). In addition, however, these
scholars were upset by how limited a representation their viewpoint had; McFarland’s essay was
the only creative writing essay College English published during the entirety of the 1990s
(Welch, 1999, p. 118). The subject has since grown considerably: College English published
creative writing-focused volumes in both 2001 and 2009.
The traditionalist voice finds more modern representation, as well, mostly in the form of
blogs or non-academic publications. One recent example, Ryan Boudinot’s “Things I Can Say
About MFA Writing Programs Now That I No Longer Teach in One” (2015) caused backlash on
the internet and led to his resignation from his role as executive director of Seattle City of
Literature. Boudinot argued that some people are not born with the “propensity” for creative
expression, that people who did not pursue writing by the time they were teenagers are probably
too late to become writers, and that writers who struggle with time management should give up
on writing. In particular, Boudinot made controversial comments about his memoir-writing
students:
For the most part, MFA students who choose to write memoirs are narcissists using the
genre as therapy. They want someone to feel sorry for them, and they believe that the
supposed candor of their reflective essay excuses its technical faults. Just because you
were abused as a child does not make your inability to stick with the same verb tense for
more than two sentences any more bearable. In fact, having to slog through 500 pages of
your error-riddled student memoir makes me wish you had suffered more.
Boudinot’s comments match the viewpoints attributed to traditionalism in several ways: he
argues that not all of his students have the capacity to be creative writers, that some of their
works are more valuable than others, and that his role in the classroom is not to teach students to
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write but to evaluate students, guiding and critiquing the ones he believes to have potential.
However, Boudinot’s disdain for the work of most of his MFA students caused ire among both
teachers and writers. Opponents of his views described his ideas as unempathetic, subjective,
inhumane, and/or coming from a place of unexamined privilege (Gusman, 2015; Sevcik, 2015;
Snoek-Brown, 2015; Valeri, 2015). Angry replies to Boudinot’s perceived mockery reached a
disturbing level (ryanboudinot.com, a hate site that collected and celebrated negative news about
Boudinot, still exists as of April 2017), but Boudinot’s article drew in supporters as well,
particularly Christopher Frizzelle (2015), who agreed with Boudinot’s views and dismissed the
backlash as “a lot of handwringing and pearl-clutching.” In addition, The Guardian reported and
quoted a number of supportive statements found on social media (Bausells, 2015). Although it is
difficult to ascertain which “side” of the Boudinot argument garnered more supporters, the
controversy surrounding his article illustrates that creative writing in academia is subject to an
unprecedented diversity of opinion about its shape, scope, and purpose, and that at least two
diametrically opposed camps exist.

Early Scholarly Pushback Against the Traditionalist View

The first academics to produce scholarly articles questioning the traditionalist viewpoint
did so, in part, out of concern for how traditionalist attitudes were affecting creative writing’s
self-perception and activities as well as its relationship with other areas in English studies. They
expressed frustration that other areas of English departments were treating creative writing with
disdain or disrespect and that creative writing faculty were creating and/or internalizing their
status as a separate, fringe discipline. In “Undergraduate Creative Writing: The Unexamined
Subject,” Hans Ostrom (1989) confronts prejudicial attitudes toward creative writing, arguing for
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an “enlarged professional approach” to teaching the subject and dismissing questions about the
teachability of creative writing as “pointless” (p. 56). He replaces that question with another:
“What place does creative writing have in the development of young writers and in the
undergraduate curriculum?” (p. 56). Ostrom emphasizes that creative writing courses are unique,
important, and a necessary part of any writing curriculum because they offer students the chance
to improve their writing ability while learning about themselves and stretching the limits of their
imaginations (p. xii).
Scholars also demonstrated concern about how isolated the subfields of English were
from one another. Despite strong similarities among literature, composition, and creative writing,
the fields rarely interacted, and each appeared locked into a role within the English department.
Joseph Moxley, in his introduction to Creative Writing in America (1989), rejects the limited role
he sees creative writing practitioners being forced into, one where they are pressured to produce
poetry and fiction, not to engage in pedagogical reflection or scholarship. He argues for an
increased awareness of creative writing pedagogy, describing the importance of pedagogy to
creative writing’s development, and he cites the increased discussion of theory in the Association
of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP) newsletters and improvement in student motivation as
evidence that creative writing is about to “undergo… a period of self-reflexiveness” (p. xi). As
part of these changes, Moxley advocates taking a harder look at the work being done in other
areas of the English department. He specifically highlights the relationship between composition
and creative writing, arguing that the workshop model fails to help students understand
composing processes. Several authors in Creative Writing in America focus on the importance of
prewriting, innovation, and idea development in the creative writing classroom.
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Early critics of traditionalism felt that the divisions between the disciplines impacted their
personal identities, as well; faculty members seemed divided into “scholars,” “teachers,” or
“writers” depending on their field of study. One early advocate for the teachability of creative
writing, Wendy Bishop, wrote extensively throughout the 1990s and early 2000s on the invisible
lines that divide the sections of the English department. She supported building bridges between
different areas of English studies (“Crossing the Lines,” 1993; “Suddenly Sexy,” 2003) and
argued that the relationship between individual writers and their teaching should be discussed
more positively, saying that teaching can make one a better writer because teaching reinforces
writing concepts and causes writers to reflect on their own processes (“An Argument,” 1990;
“Places to Stand,” 1999). Bishop encouraged academics to embrace dual roles as writers,
teachers, and/or scholars, and her words continued to resonate with writer/teacher/scholars long
after her death in 2003. A group of her colleagues, students and friends published the 2011
memorial anthology Composing Ourselves as Writer-Teacher-Writers: Starting with Wendy
Bishop (Bizzaro et al.), which further explored the ways in which writing, teaching, and
scholarship can positively interact with each other. In the first issue of the Journal of Creative
Writing Studies, Stephanie Vanderslice (2016) describes Bishop’s influence as follows:
She left us a legacy that was a way of being as a scholar, a way of engaging with
academic that was generous and considered, that was civil and dare I say, kind. The type
of scholar she modeled was not an agnostic but a collaborative and inclusive one, a
scholar who did not seek to claim her turf and stick a flag on it but to look for ways to
find common ground. (p. 2)
When scholars sought support for their desire to cross academic boundaries (which can be a
frightening, even risky, career move), Bishop’s arguments laid the necessary theoretical
groundwork. The concept of dual, synergistic identities makes much of the scholarship in
creative writing studies possible.
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Because of the separation between subsections of English, scholars also shared their
concern that creative writing was being prevented from having access to theory and by
extension, reflective practice. The collection Colors of a Different Horse (Ostrom & Bishop,
1994) was developed and published in response to these concerns. In his introduction to the
volume, Ostrom outlined several potential reasons why creative writing teachers might shy away
from theory, including creative writers’ habit of undervaluing pedagogy and theory in
comparison to performance and testimony (xiii). He argues that the cutthroat competition of the
market and combative attitudes between different sections of the English department breed
elitist, contradictory thinking for creative writers:
To maintain the prestige of their topsy-turvy world—in which “writing” is valuable,
especially when it is “Literature,” but in which “writers” are undervalued—writerteachers may be tempted to follow protective lines of reasoning, variations on George
Bernard Shaw’s ‘Those who can, do; those who cannot, teach’... These rationales are
extremely efficient because in one way they give the writer-teacher great authority but in
another way provide an avenue for exerting minimal effort teaching. The rationales also
produce at least one paradox: The teacher is important, authoritative, powerful; teaching,
though is fairly incidental. (p. xiv)
Ostrom traces this philosophy to the Romantic poets, who emphasized inborn, sublime talent;
however, he argues that part of creative writers’ resistance to theory may stem from how many
contradictory viewpoints exist. Between the Romantics, the New Critics, the postmodernists, and
the Aristotelians, theories about creativity are complex, and those who already juggle writing and
teaching duties may simply lack the time to sort through the confusion (p. xvi).
Despite how complex theoretical analysis can be, Ostrom advocates for its use in creative
writing research. Ostrom emphasizes that when writer-teachers use one theory at a time as a
means of reflection, it can help them become more comfortable with examining or changing their
place in the university, and it can even help them be more inventive in their classroom and
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writing practices (Ostrom & Bishop, 1994, p. xix). He also muses that creative writing may have
more to offer the university than it has traditionally been given credit for, and it might have “a
greater role to play in basic and first-year writing” (p. xxi).
The contributed essays in Colors of a Different Horse are divided into five sections that
contain reflections on the strengths and weaknesses of the workshop and provide theoretical
contexts for creative writing, pedagogical essays, and analyses of how creative writing might
collaborate with other programs and redefine itself in the 21st century. In the last two decades,
creative writing research has continued to expand on the topics outlined by Colors of a Different
Horse, often using borrowed theoretical frameworks as a guide.

Theory-Based Development and Creative Writing Studies

In the last two decades, creative writing scholarship has increased in theoretical and/or
methodological complexity, drawing from a vast array of lenses to address the concerns outlined
by Ostrom, Bishop, and Moxley. Creative writing scholars tend to work toward one or more of
the following goals:
1. Questioning and/or challenging traditional philosophies about creative writing,
including the workshop
2. Negotiating the identity/identities of creative writing scholars
3. Determining the shape and context of creative writing studies as well as its
relationship with other areas of writing studies and the university as a whole
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Questioning the Workshop

Some criticisms of the workshop are outcome based, suggesting that the traditional
format of the workshop has unintended negative consequences for its participants. Moxley
(1989) summarizes a number of complaints about the creative writing workshop. Besides its
difficulty in addressing prewriting, the competitiveness of the workshop might cause students to
avoid taking risks or admitting when they do not know something. Even one judgmental teacher
or peer might prevent shyer students from experimenting with their craft or choice of subject
matter, causing them to mass produce similar, audience-placating pieces and stifling the
creativity (and larger value) of their work (pp. xiv-xv). Moxley notes that for these reasons, the
workshop is often accused of lacking intellectual rigor, and he implores teachers to address these
issues through reflection and adjustment of praxis (p. xvi).
Creative writing teachers responded enthusiastically to Moxley’s call and produced a
large body of scholarship analyzing the workshop from theoretical perspectives. In the foreword
to Power and Identity in the Creative Writing Classroom: The Authority Project, Anna Leahy
(2005) credits Joseph Moxley with laying the groundwork for establishing creative writing “as a
distinct and valuable field in English studies” and states that achieving this end is one of the
goals of her edited collection of essays. More specifically, the contributors to the Authority
Project focus on the teaching of creative writing, exploring, questioning, and revising their
workshop practices using the concept of authority as a guide. In doing so, they often come to
question parts of their conception of the academy, the workshop, and even creative writing itself.
For example, Brent Royster (2005) explores the dichotomy between how creative writing
is depicted by its own practitioners and what the process of creative writing actually is. Royster,
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like Ostrom, points out the link between modern-day glorification of talent and the Romantic
mythologization of genius, but he adds a pedagogical element to these observations, arguing that
in workshoppers’ rush to turn out creative writing products, they forget about a more important
goal: fostering dedicated writers (p. 27). Royster proposes an alternative philosophy of how
creative works are generated, drawing upon process-based composition and education
scholarship to do so. Rather than focusing on the creation of a good product (when “good” is a
subjective term), Royster recommends that teachers emphasize how a writer’s process is both
social and individual at the same time, ask students about their motives for writing creatively,
and redesign workshops to be more dynamic. Doing so allows “unfashionable” styles and voices
to be heard, and it also allows students to explore as writers (p. 35).
On a surface level, criticisms about the workshop seem to focus on changing the format
of the workshop, but scholars’ reconsiderations are often grounded in the fundamental belief that
creative writing is meaningful to the average student and that every student benefits from
practicing it. For example, Nancy Welch (1999) specifically takes issue with the charge that
creative writing does not have to “do” anything and that art should exist only for its own sake (a
philosophy she traces back to New Criticism). In response to MacFarland’s (1993) limited goals
for creative writing, Welch explores the ways that creative writing can help students develop
new inquiries into language, reflective thinking, and critical reading that can prepare them for a
variety of fields (p. 119). In general, Welch contests the separations between composition and
creative writing as well as the distinctions made between the teaching and writing life.
Reconsiderations of the workshop are also tied to another ideological foundation: that
creative writing is a teachable subject. In their introduction to Can It Really Be Taught? Resisting
Lore in Creative Writing Pedagogy (2007), Kelly Ritter and Stephanie Vanderslice argue that
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stereotypical ideals about writing teachers and writing programs are perpetuated and
institutionalized due to “lore,” the term Stephen North used to describe pervasive, yet
unexamined anecdotal knowledge (p. xv). Both scholars ask their fellow creative writing
teachers to re-examine what they assume to be true about how students learn to write and argue
that, without more critical examination, both the workshop and creative writing programs as a
whole risk operating on out-of-context, outdated, or simply incorrect assertions. Ritter and
Vanderslice (2007) assert that creative writing teachers should not assume that the lore they have
absorbed about creative writing is true and that they should instead examine and reflect on their
pedagogy to learn how to best teach their subject.

Many Identities of the Writer/Teacher/Scholar

As discussed earlier by Ostrom and Bishop, the institutional divisions among teaching,
writing, and scholarship can lead to crises of identity for academics in English Studies, especially
when their career opportunities and chances for promotion are severely affected by how they
choose to dedicate their time. The CWS scholars report that some creative writing faculty, for
example, are discouraged from pursuing teaching or research. The foremother of these
observations is Bishop (1993), whose own academic history started in creative writing and never
left her, even when she discovered a love for literature and rhetoric (p. 185), but her experiences
are echoed in publications from other creative writing faculty. Patrick Bizzaro laments in
“Should I Write This Essay or Finish a Poem?” (1998) that his creative writing colleagues did
not seem to place the same value on pedagogical scholarship or reflective teaching practices as
his colleagues in literature or composition did. He recounts feeling torn after speaking as a
panelist on the AWP’s Pedagogy Forum when a colleague argued that “real writers spend their
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time writing” (p. 286). The assertion left him questioning whether he was using his time wisely.
Like Bishop, Bizzaro regrets the division between the writing and teaching identities, arguing
that the same critical tools used in literature are also used by writers to examine their own drafts
and those of others. In each discipline, he writes, “response” is critical (p. 297).
The separation of creative writing from other areas of English affects composition
studies, as well. Just as teachers with creative writing backgrounds might feel excluded from the
world of scholarship, teachers who spend time on pedagogical scholarship can feel as if they
have fallen short of the path of a true writer. In his comparison between composition and creative
writing conferences, Doug Hesse (2010) notes that the Conference on College Composition and
Communication (CCCC) attendees see few examples of the “authors as performers” that are so
common in the Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP) venues (p. 31). Hesse
writes that the composition curriculum “can suffer narrowness” due to its pedagogy-centered
research. “One could be a writer professionally,” he says, “but one would not be a composer” (p.
33).
Identity staking affects not only the faculty but the content they teach, as well. Bishop
(2003) documents her department's attempts to place creative non-fiction within one domain –
either creative writing or composition—and writes that commentators tend to define the genre by
focusing on their personal preferences to the exclusion of other forms of essayistic writing (p.
261). As a fiction writer who “turned compositionist” and began teaching creative non-fiction,
Bishop reports that craft, style, and imagination have not been a serious focus in composition
classrooms for over a decade (p. 263). Changes, she believes, are coming because of MFA
graduates taking jobs as composition instructors. Unlike previous generations, these faculty
members are comfortable writing in more than one genre (p. 264).
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In every case, the authors seek a balanced lifestyle where their efforts in teaching,
writing, and scholarship can enhance rather than detract from one another. Their desires,
however, are complicated by the context of the university and the job market.

Creative Writing in the Academy

Several authors have suggested restructuring creative writing programs due to practical
concerns, including creative writing’s issues with sustainability. Creative writing exploded in
growth over the last few decades of the twentieth century, from 44 graduate programs in 1970 to
over 300 in 2001 (Myers, 2006, p. 171), with an exceptional number of creative writing
graduates planning to be employed by a university after graduation. Myers wrote that graduation
from a writer's workshop, followed by a life of teaching creative writing, had become the
“standard” for an entire generation of writers, while Wallace Stegner (1988) said, “[N]early
every American writer you can name is either associated with some academy or the academic
lecture-platform circuit” (p. 51). As creative writing teachers enter the universities, they create
more programs, which develop more writers who go on to create more programs. Some, like
David Starkey (1994) and Myers (2006), expressed a practical concern that creative writing has
become an “elephant machine” producing more of itself—a model that cannot be sustained
forever.
Starkey’s (1994) and Myers’s (2006) fears about the elephant machine came true before
the end of the twentieth century, as MFA students found themselves increasingly unemployable.
In her breakdown of the 1998 MLA Job Information List, Kelly Ritter (2001) noted that out of
885 listed English positions, only 88 included any sort of creative writing component. Of the
positions that did, over half were reserved for full professors, and many required applicants to be
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proficient in composition as well. By Ritter's estimation, which she referred to as “generous,”
this lack of jobs would lead to a backlog of 100-200 Ph.D. candidates without jobs-- a group that
MFA candidates would have to compete with (p. 211). Scholars in more recent publications
regularly hint that the problem has only grown worse since Ritter’s analysis, and all agree that
the odds of landing an academic position in creative writing are increasingly abysmal.
As a result, recent creative writing graduates have gravitated toward composition, where
their graduate work might lead to a job opportunity. However, creative writers are not always
prepared for the composition field. Ritter (2001), realizing that she had not been adequately
prepared for the jobs she ended up taking in composition, surveyed Ph.D. programs in creative
writing to find out how they differentiated themselves goal wise from the MFA. Ritter notes that,
since creative writers are more likely to be anti-academic and the MFA is traditionally
considered a terminal degree for serious writers (while a Ph.D. is something scholars pursue), the
pursuit of both writing and scholarship often causes Ph.D. students in creative writing to feel as
if they are split between different identities (p. 210). The economic reality, meanwhile, is that
creative writers are much more likely to be hired if they are ready to teach, usually in first-year
composition writing courses (p. 211). Starkey (1994), in particular, describes the bleak prospects
faced by MFA graduates who have not published composition papers or been trained to teach
courses through graduate assistantships. Starkey’s and Ritter’s observations both result in calls
for reform at the graduate level: Starkey pictures an MFA where students can choose to
specialize in pedagogy while Ritter calls for the few existing creative writing Ph.D. programs to
better prepare their students as writers and as teachers (p. 224).
However, as creative writing faculty members continue to pursue two career paths at
once—those of composition and creative writing—they have begun to form a dual identity as
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writer-teachers and question the traditional divisions that university-level writers and teachers
have adopted. By successfully integrating their identities as writers, teachers, and scholars (even
if they only did so for financial reasons initially), these academics become living evidence
against the perpetuation of harsh disciplinary divisions in English. Their work uncovers
foundational problems with the division between their disciplines, suggesting that creative
writing is not just responding to the job market, but learning to re-evaluate its disciplinary
assumptions and realize its unexplored potential. At the same time, however, these writerteacher-scholars are constrained by the job market, showing that systemic change cannot happen
unless those changes can keep faculty financially solvent.

Future Concerns: Interdisciplinarity and Creative Writing

Although creative writing studies scholars have thoroughly outlined the challenges they
face in their area of study as well as their visions for the future, and although creative writing
scholars are rapidly building a canon and choosing outstanding works that they would
recommend to others, no single book introduces newcomers to the fundamental schools of
thought that constitute creative writing studies. Following Ostrom’s example, creative writing
scholars often report “borrowing” methodology, scholarship, and theoretical assumptions from
other disciplines. As a result, CWS scholars use a diverse array of lenses, but CWS does not
formally incorporate the theories into any sort of canon.
Furthermore, because CWS is culturally predisposed to prefer innovation and reject
boundaries, it allows scholars to pursue a wide variety of theoretical perspectives. In “Against
Creative Writing Studies” (2016), Anna Leahy laments how academic the term “creative writing
studies” is, expressing concern that the field will be pressured into a narrow definition of
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scholarship, denying creative writing scholars the opportunity to be innovative in their
approaches or re-envision conversations about writing. Leahy discusses the unique potential of
creative writing as a discipline: it offers the opportunity to combine critical and creative
approaches, and it draws (or could draw) from an enormous variety of fields and disciplines,
such as creativity studies (including cognitive studies and psychology), literature, composition,
and communication.
Jeri Kroll and Graeme Harper provide a wide sample of the work that creative writing
scholars can and have accomplished in Research Methods in Creative Writing (2013). The
contributors use methodology and sources from schools across the university, brought together to
study how new works are created. Kroll and Harper note creative writing’s distinct emphasis,
saying that creative writing “always has practice as its conceptual core” (p. 2). While the core of
CWS is distinctive and the goals recognizable, Kroll and Harper’s contributors demonstrate ways
in which CWS can reasonably draw from concepts found in such diverse areas as cognitive
studies (Marguerite MacRobert), statistical market research (Kerry Spencer), poetics (Kim
Lasky), psychoanalysis (Dominique Hecq), and cultural studies (Graham Mort).
As creative writing studies continues to encourage creative critical approaches, the
determining factor in whether someone has successfully applied theory to CWS is the logical
consistency of their methodology: if scholars can find and communicate the philosophical ties
between their scholarly goals and the framework(s) they have chosen to use, or the critical lenses
through which they have observed their work, then the scholars have successfully added one
more marker to the map of creative writing studies. They have advanced the field by drawing
one more connection between what we have been taught about creative writing and what we still
could learn. However, the resulting mass of studies is unwieldy and difficult to connect to a
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larger context. To convince administrators, creative writing scholars, English faculty, and others
that creative writing is a coherent field of study, we must attempt to define what creativity is or
could be, an issue that scholars in other fields have already begun to address.

What We Can Learn from Creativity Studies and Psychology

The amount of information creative writing scholars can and should consider is vaster
than a review of English-based materials would make it seem. It is easy to forget that creativity is
a subject of academic interest to many outside of the fine arts. In The Creativity Question,
psychologists Albert Rothenberg and Carl Hausman (1976) write that creativity is “at the
forefront of rational inquiry” and an important subject of study in several fields, including
psychology, philosophy, education, and business as well as the arts (p. 5).
Out of these fields, psychology offers the largest array of information about the nature of
creativity. Cognitive psychologist Scott Kaufman (2014) explains that although creativity has
been studied philosophically during the last few decades, when compared to other topics such as
justice and freedom, creativity has not been as much of a subject of interest for philosophers.
Psychological studies in creativity, however, have exploded in number during this century, and
psychologists have produced a number of valuable works for those who are interested in
creativity studies.
Not only have psychologists dedicated much of their time to creativity studies, they have
also run into methodological issues that call attention to how many possible conceptions one
might have of creativity. Rothenberg and Hausman (1976) implore scholars to question their
basic assumptions when conducting their research (p. 5). The authors argue that because we tend
to descriptively define creativity before attempting to research where it appears or how it works,
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we must be “cautious” about the purity of our descriptions because they may easily become
explanations or interpretations rather than objective accounts (p. 14).
Because of their acute awareness of the ways a definition can introduce bias into a study,
Rothenberg and Hausman (1976) struggle to provide a fair definition of creativity, eventually
settling on the following: “We have taken for granted that there is some common pattern to
diverse activities that are commonly and generally designated as ‘creative,’ i.e., activities that
share the essential attributes of newness and value” (p. 7). The authors write that their definition
allows for inclusion of both genius-focused studies and the ones that treat creativity as a
universal human trait. However, they again remind scholars that because creativity involves “an
agent, a process, and a product,” creativity studies should be considered in light of which of
these three elements they focus on since that focus will “influence method and conclusions” (p.
6). They also insist that there is no proof that creativity is limited to those with genius or that it is
a universal human trait. The results of studies indicating proof either way is often influenced by
their authors’ conception of creativity (p. 8).
Perhaps the most frustrating observation Rothenberg and Hausman (1976) make is that
the nature of creativity makes it nearly impossible to study it objectively. They write, “There is
an unavoidable paradox; creations, when they appear, are in some way recognizable and familiar
to us and, therefore, they must have something in common with antecedent experiences.
However, creations, in the most complete sense, are also radically new and therefore, in some
respect, unfamiliar” (p. 22). Because of this, the authors argue that creativity cannot be explained
through causal or predictive models but maintain that it can be made intelligible so long as one
obeys the principle of the creativity paradox: “creativity is both determined and undetermined at
the same time” (p. 23).
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The creativity paradox, combined with the subjectivity inherent in even the most
scientific approaches defining creativity, means that everything that is said about creativity
occurs within a philosophical context. Rothenburg, Hausman, and the rest of the psychologists
covered in this literature review have insisted that there is no scientific proof supporting either
the notion that creativity is universal or the idea that it is confined to those with special genius.
The truth, they suspect, is more complex.
In the preface to a recent collection of psychological scholarship, The Complexity of
Greatness, Kaufman (2013) outlines major findings by scholars who set out to answer whether
greatness is determined by genetics and talent or created through practice and hard work in an
accommodating environment. As he explains, the authors’ findings suggest that greatness is
continually more nuanced than we give it credit for: “Even though the most cited and most wellknown philosophers and psychologists of all time were those who took extreme views on key
debates of their time, including the nature-nurture debate, more moderate, integrative stances are
more likely to be correct” (p. x).
According to Kaufman (2013), the “nurture side” of the debate is represented by
cognitive psychologists such as Herbert Simon, William Chase Ericsson, Colvin, Coyle, and
Syed, whose works emphasize and explore expertise acquisition. Some of these scholars argue
that greatness is the result of expert knowledge gained through years of hard work and effort to
improve, suggesting that seekers of greatness must work for about ten years before achieving
expert status. However, Kaufman notes that many exceptions have appeared to the ten-year rule,
such as prodigies and savants (p. xi). Furthermore, it is possible for greatness seekers to overspecialize, leading to inflexible thinking. Meanwhile, in creative writing, Kaufman writes that
there is “no early advantage” to achieving greatness and that writers may need, on average, an
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additional ten years after reaching the professional level before they achieve greatness (p. xi).
Kaufman also notes problems with the nurture crowd’s sample size and populations, questioning
whether hopeless students have already been weeded out by the time the studies take place (p. x).
Although the nurture side of the argument has its limitations, the connection between
talent and greatness is also easily oversimplified. As Kaufman (2013) writes, “Many popular
writers on this topic treat talent as if some people are born with a skill, fully formed at birth.
While psychologists acknowledge that many different traits such as IQ, creativity, talents,
interests, and personality dimensions influence greatness, no sensible scientist claims that any of
these traits are completely deterministic” (p. xi).
In an echo of Rothenberg and Hausman’s (1976) concerns about predictive and causal
studies, the authors in The Complexity of Greatness reject the notion of guaranteed predictors of
greatness. Kaufman (2013) writes that behavioral geneticists link personality traits to inherited
traits, but he reminds readers that these genes are influential rather than completely deterministic
(p. xi). While scientists seem to agree that certain personality traits, such as passion and
persistence, are important (p. xi), no trait is fully formed at birth, and anomalies like prodigies
and late bloomers are still unaccounted for.
Most interestingly, inherited traits can still change over time. Kaufman points to several
authors whose research demonstrates this phenomenon, such as Dean Keith Sidmonton, whose
work suggests that traits like creativity require multiple interacting genes to manifest. Kaufman
also argues for the importance of considering epigenetics, the study of how interacting genes are
affected by the environment (p. xii). Due to the “multiplier effect,” small genetic differences can
influence people to seek certain opportunities and move in certain directions, causing larger
differences down the road (p. xii).
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In addition to the complexity caused by challenges to the nature-nurture binary, the list of
factors that can be used to determine creative writing potential has greatly increased in the last
few decades. While Rothenberg and Hausman divided creativity studies by their focus on person,
process, and/or product, Eric Shiu (2014) describes at least six major foci in creativity literature:
Place, Personality, Process, Product, Persuasion, and Potential. Shiu writes that several scholars,
including Amabile (1996) and Csikszentmihalyi (1996), assert that the P’s are “interwoven into a
system” and all foundational to creativity (p. 3). He also notes that scholars are still breaking
these categories down further. (Place, for instance, is explored both literally and figuratively.) As
creative writing scholars continue to follow the work of psychologists (and of all the other
disciplines that study creativity), it is likely that more detailed categorical frameworks will
emerge.
It is important to note that this list of foci comes from only a handful of the fields that
study creativity, and already the list of factors that might influence one’s creativity is significant.
It is also important to keep in mind the warning of Rothenberg and Hausman: one’s perception of
creativity is influenced from the start, tied inextricably to a philosophical viewpoint. There are no
right answers, only a better understanding of what the possible answers might be. A major goal
for creative writing studies, therefore, is to look at all the philosophical perspectives that are
subtly influencing the growth of the field.

Why We Need Philosophical Foundations and Frameworks

To reiterate the problem outlined in Chapter 1, creative writing studies is hampered by
contention and confusion, and as Myers noted, “Different people seem to be talking about
radically different things when they talk about creative writing” (p. 2). Because the conversation
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about creative writing, pedagogy, and theory is so new and growing so quickly, creative writing
studies does not always have consistent terminology or universally agreed upon definitions,
much less a shared philosophical history. The interdisciplinary work being done on creativity
reaffirms that creativity is a subjective term rooted in underlying, sometimes unexplored
philosophies. As creative writing expands, the question of what “radically different things” we
are discussing grows ever more pressing, and the interdisciplinarity of creative writing studies
complicates its theoretical foundations further.
Arguments over the philosophical implications of terminology are not unique to creative
writing; in fact, I would argue that these arguments are a natural and necessary part of maturing
as a field. Composition certainly engages in these kinds of discussions, as do rhetoric and
literature. That said, an inquiry into possible beliefs about creative writing would go a long way
toward sorting out the confusion and endless clarifications that often appear in discussions of
creative writing.
It should be possible to find and name the many philosophies that might be found in
creative writing studies. The nature of creativity has been a subject of discussion for thousands of
years, so nearly every foundational assumption one can make about creativity has a philosophical
ancestor. Furthermore, other fields, particularly composition, began exploring the foundational
beliefs of their field of study as a way of mapping the competing philosophies that drive the field
forward, and I argue that their efforts sped the development of their fields. In particular, I am
inspired by James Berlin’s Rhetoric and Reality, which epistemologically analyzed composition
studies and named several major schools of thought, describing their attitudes toward
composition and the philosophies that drove those attitudes. While some readers disagreed with
Berlin’s interpretations (Kearney, 2009), and others noted that Berlin’s personal preferences
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could easily influence his descriptions (Fulkerson, 1984), Berlin’s work gave readers a common
terminology that they could use to describe why they disagreed and what they believed.
Similarly, a common terminology and a discussion-sparking framework could help creative
writers discuss the field using a shared language.
Students, scholars, and universities all stand to benefit from understanding the
philosophical framework behind creative writing. Aspiring writers are confronted with an
abundance of advice on writing, much of it contradictory and intimidating. These writers may
not have the experience needed to critically consider the advice they are receiving, so an
increased emphasis on the subjectivity of writing advice might give students the confidence they
need to assert themselves in a competitive and sometimes unforgiving artistic space.
Frameworks are especially important for fledgling researchers, who do not have the
background knowledge necessary to understand the messy debates they are entering. My
undergraduate attempts to understand creative writing from a pedagogical perspective were
disastrous. The first time I entered “creative writing AND teaching” into a library database, only
a handful of results popped up, including a 1912 text informing young men that some of them
simply lacked the God-granted mental faculties to write a novel. Other, more recent books, like
Stephen King’s On Writing and Robert Olen Butler’s From Where You Dream, were marginally
more inclusive. However, neither of them supported the idea that creative writing could be
taught, and in the end, they parroted the same sentiment-- some of you will never be able to do
this. The odd duck in the search results was a lone essay by a composition theorist, Mike Rose
(1980), who wrote that students’ writing could be negatively influenced if rigid rules stifled
them; in other words, teaching influences writing. When I read other composition theorists’
work, however, joining their ideas to those of the creative writers seemed impossible. As a result,
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I completed my undergraduate degree under the impression that two schools of thought existed
in creative writing-- there were creative writers, who refused to believe that the subject could be
taught, and composition theorists, who believed that everyone can be taught to write.
Time proved this conception to be inaccurate, as several recent scholars in this review
have asserted not only that creative writing can be taught but also that it imparts unique lessons
that are valuable and applicable to many different career paths. However, I would like to save
future creative writing scholars the trouble I had when scouring scholarship for like-minded
individuals. Scholars benefit from accessible explanations of the field as well as field-specific
vocabulary if they are to explain their perspectives to advisors, colleagues, opponents, or even
themselves. Composition scholars’ projects are sped along by their ability to quickly define their
ideas as “expressionist” and/or “social constructivist,” so what could creative writing scholars do
once they find out that the beliefs they’ve been privately developing have a name and a
philosophical background?
A philosophical framework is beneficial to more experienced scholars, as well. Now that
creative writing is repositioning itself, it is important to question whether the literature fully
represents the potential canon of creative writing philosophy, especially given scholars’ recent
advocacy for interdisciplinary approaches. Because the overarching theme of creative writing
scholarship has been to question, challenge, or revise traditional viewpoints, it is easy to
conceptualize creative writing studies as a battle between two major groups: the traditionalists
and the writer-teacher-scholars. Anthologies such as Power and Identity and Can It Really be
Taught? are positioned as reactions to problems with traditionalist attitudes; the fundamental
changes suggested by the authors and editors represent a shift in philosophical attitudes toward
writing and could influence the shape of future English departments. However, as more scholars
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join the discussion and attempt to define the boundaries or philosophies that delineate creative
writing studies, they make assumptions that do not necessarily fit within binary perceptions of
what creative writers believe. Does a traditionalist vs. progressive binary fully represent the
current span of thought among creative writing practitioners? Are definable schools of thought
emerging among creative writers, and if so, how many exist?
Furthermore, as scholars attempt to turn their beliefs about creative writing into practice,
they run the risk of miscommunication about their intentions and goals. Terminology problems
become administrative problems because the university demands clear distinctions and mutually
understood relationships between departments. Creative writing administrators must not only
have reasons for the departmental structure, but they must also be able to concisely explain and
defend those reasons. A clear philosophical background for creative writing studies would make
administrative conversations easier.
Creative writing scholars may feel pressured to avoid such studies out of fear that they
are not adequately prepared to conduct interdisciplinary inquiries. However, creative writing
scholars must be the ones to spearhead these philosophical investigations. If we do not define
ourselves, we risk being defined by others. Furthermore, even the thorough and helpful work
done by scholars in other fields and disciplines barely scratches the surface of the concepts that,
when put together, make up creative writing studies. What do we believe about the nature and
purpose of “theory” and “genre”? How do we teach, inspire, and/or evaluate creative works?
What do creative writers say when asked about our relation to other fields of study, or the
university as a whole? It is a daunting task to even list all the different beliefs we might have
about the field, yet it is necessary to developing the field.
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The challenge now is to determine the unique characteristics of creative writing studies
(why not just writing studies? Why not just creativity studies?) and to decide where its
foundations lie as well as what wellsprings of knowledge we have wittingly or unwittingly been
drawing from. While the experiences that the writer-teacher-scholars in this literature review are
real, the stereotypical representation of the traditionalist viewpoint is itself lore and may not fully
represent the true diversity of opinion about the nature of creative writing. Therefore, for my
dissertation, to explore the competing philosophies that form the foundation of creative writing
studies, I have designed and implemented a mixed-methods study that elicits respondents’
underlying beliefs about the nature of creativity and creative writing.

CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

To recapitulate, this dissertation asks the following questions about the philosophical
foundations of creative writing studies (CWS):
1.

How accurately does the debate between traditionalists and writer/teacher/scholars (as
depicted in literature about CWS) represent commonly held beliefs about creative
writing studies?

2.

Is it currently possible to categorize “schools of thought” in creative writing studies?

3.

If so, what are the philosophical and rhetorical foundations behind those schools of
thought?

In the following chapter, I describe the major challenges I faced in designing a study to address
these questions as well as the design choices I made. I also provide the steps I took in building,
testing, and disseminating the survey. Finally, I explain how I collected and analyzed the data.

Challenges in Designing the Study

Because prior research on creative writing philosophy is limited, a major challenge when
approaching this topic is designing a study that accounts for the possibility of unexplored beliefs
about creative writing and captures those beliefs. The goal of this methodology was to elicit a
diverse set of opinions about creative writing while accommodating the likelihood that
unexpected ideologies would emerge and that quantitative measures, while helpful for
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comparing ideologies, might not be able to anticipate the full range of possible beliefs.
Therefore, I designed and implemented an exploratory, mixed-methods survey. The scaled
options of the survey rely on correlations and factor analysis to explore what relationships exist
or might exist between quantitative responses, but I also implemented a rhetorical analysis of
qualitative survey responses, searching for trends in language and surprising or previously
undescribed opinions about creative writing.
Another issue that arises when researching creative writing philosophy is how to obtain a
diverse set of viewpoints. Relatively few scholars have published about creative writing studies,
and it is possible that some viewpoints are missing or misunderstood because they are so difficult
to gather. The writer-teacher-scholars studied suggest that traditionalists who work for
universities or are active voices in creative writing might have no interest in (or be actively
against) scholarship, making them unlikely to publish their creative writing views in any sort of
academic context. Traditionalist opinions are mostly conveyed secondhand in scholarship,
described by the scholars who argue against them. As Kastman Breuch (2002) reminds, there are
inherent methodological problems with defining a school of thought by what its detractors have
to say about it. To obtain as good of a sample of traditionalist thought as possible, my study had
to provide anti-scholars with a means by which to express their opinions directly.
In addition, my study had to be inclusive of a wide variety of creative writers, including
those who pursued non-academic paths. It would be simpler to find and survey a homogeneous
group, such as creative writing instructors. However, in a study that seeks to understand what is
possible for creative writers to believe, I believe that it is problematic to only focus on the
opinions of scholars because doing so silences a large portion of the creative writing community.
Additionally, I suspect that placing any outside limits on who can or cannot speak as a writer
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would be more damaging to the goals of this study than allowing untrained, inexperienced, or
questionably qualified writers to participate. To reach out to as wide of an audience as possible, I
sought survey responses from a variety of online forums, some academic, some not.
Although the survey was marketed to writers, and several questions were about teaching
or how teachers should act, the survey did not require respondents to be teachers. All
respondents, including the non-academics, were required to answer questions about teachers and
education. While this approach risked that respondents would not feel comfortable or informed
enough to answer the questions about teaching, I felt it was valuable to see how people outside of
education perceive the enterprise.
There are downsides to seeking such a wide variety of responses. It increases the odds
that the data will be unintentionally influenced by outside factors, and no matter how many
responses are received, the data will not be a representative sample of all creative writers.
However, this study did not need to be representative to obtain a variety of perspectives. My
goals are to find out where respondents’ opinions about creative writing diverge and assess
whether any underlying beliefs might be driving these divisions.
Also, I chose not to provide any definition of creativity or creative writing for the
purposes of this dissertation. When attempting to pursue an interdisciplinary approach to creative
writing studies, individual scholars’ definitions of creativity can appear too diverse to
successfully integrate. After all, can studies from business scholars who define creativity as
“thinking outside the box” or “thinking critically” possibly be considered within the same body
of literature as studies whose scholars define creativity as a “divine gift” or a personality trait?
How can scholars possibly begin to categorize such disparate definitions of creativity among the
different fields? However, I heeded Rothenburg and Hausman’s (1976) warning about the
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inextricable link between scholars’ definitions of creativity and the results of their research.
Instead of providing a definition for creativity or creative writing, I asked respondents to provide
their own.
A major challenge of building the survey, an issue that will take many future studies to
fully address, is that the terms used to discuss creative writing studies may hold different
meanings for different respondents. In addition, writers are especially perceptive about how
questions are worded. As soon as I began showing my survey to others, it became clear that no
matter how I phrased the survey questions, respondents would have different reactions to my
word choice. Some respondents disagreed with my word choices or the meanings they associated
with those words while others implicitly agreed with my phrasing. When questioning my
readers, I discovered that these diverse emotional responses often stemmed from substantial
philosophical differences in thought regarding creativity. I used this initial feedback to add more
questions, and I realized how valuable it is to capture the opinions of respondents who do not
like the wording of the survey. Therefore, I included a blank space after the scaled questions so
participants could expand on their answers, and I also created a short list of open-ended, shortanswer questions. Respondents often used these spaces to argue against the wording of the
survey questions or discuss how their answers might have changed depending on the context of
the questions. These responses were often key in identifying trends, and they provide a helpful
guide to which creative writing terms will need the most clarification and explication in future
studies.
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Procedures

I took the following steps to build and disseminate an exploratory survey. First, to
develop questions about as many aspects of creative writing as possible, I conducted an
interdisciplinary study of what other fields take into consideration when locating creativity or
discussing the nature of it (see Chapter 2). After reviewing psychologists’ frameworks for
studying creativity, I modeled many of the questions on the survey from Eric Shiu’s (2014)
description of six major foci in creativity literature (Place, Personality, Process, Product,
Persuasion, and Potential). While earlier editors, like Rothenberg and Hausman (1976),
categorized creativity studies by examining whether the authors focused on the creative person,
process, and/or product, Shiu’s description is more recent and more nuanced. Recent studies in
each of the six areas provided inspiration for many of the survey questions. For example, studies
about “place” could examine the role of physical location or social standing, so I asked
respondents questions about each.
Although the frameworks from other fields provided me with a diverse set of questions, I
also added questions that directly addressed debates found in creative writing scholarship. I
considered scholars’ discussions about whether theory enhances or kills creativity, as well as
their arguments about what kinds of genres and creative products are worthy of critical attention.
It is difficult to anticipate and include every topic that creative writers might debate, but I believe
that the finalized survey represents and elicits a wide variety of perspectives on creative writing.
I obtained IRB approval for my dissertation, including the survey and all consent forms,
in spring 2016, and I began refining the research tool. To test the thoroughness and clarity of the
survey, I conducted a Delphic survey and a pilot study. For the Delphic survey, I sent copies of
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my survey draft to creative writing faculty from a Midwestern university and requested feedback
(See Appendix A). Several questions were refined or clarified based on their responses.
Next, the survey was shown to a group of undergraduate and graduate students who were
asked to test both the clarity of the questions and the functionality of the survey. Their responses
mostly helped to clarify wording, but the experience of working with these students was
interesting within the context of my overall research findings. When asked whether they felt that
questions measuring the importance of genetics and talent should be combined on the survey, the
students began a discussion that not only solidified differences between the two items but caused
them to suggest that a third item, “skill,” be added to the survey. Although I believe the students’
discussion demonstrates that increased dialogue about the factors that influence creativity will
unveil more items to be measured in the future, no other measures were recommended by the
pilot study group, and the survey was finalized.
The final survey, which was built using Qualtrics, consists of 42 required questions (see
Appendix C). Respondents gave electronic consent before viewing or participating in the survey.
The first section (Questions 1-14) asks respondents to quantitatively rate the importance of 14
different factors in determining or influencing one’s creative potential. As an example, when
asked to rate the importance of genetics, respondents were given the following options: Not
Important (1), Slightly Important (2), Somewhat Important (3), Important (4), or Very Important
(5). Afterwards, participants had the option to qualitatively explain any of their answers. In the
second section (Questions 15-25), respondents rated their level of agreement with eleven
different statements about creativity. For example, Question 15 asked participants to respond to
the statement, "Everyone has the capacity for creativity." Their options were Strongly Disagree
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(1), Disagree (2), Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) Agree (4), or Strongly Agree (5). After each
rating, the participants were given the opportunity to explain their answers.
Section three of the survey (Questions 26-34) is qualitative, asking respondents to
provide written responses to questions such as, “What is your personal definition of creativity?”
and “What genres and products can be creative?” After providing responses to section three,
participants answered demographic questions about their age, race, ethnicity, gender, and job
history (Questions 35-41).
The survey was distributed online using public writers’ forums, including listservs and
Facebook groups, to seek responses from a diverse collection of writers’ groups. I requested
permission to disseminate my survey from nine publicly accessible internet forums representing
diverse groups of writers from inside and/or outside the sphere of academia. The dissertation
survey was only posted after obtaining permission from the marketing team and/or moderators
responsible for each public forum. Six forum moderators responded affirmatively. Forums that
declined to host the survey or did not respond to requests were not used and are not listed.
I disseminated my survey in the following locations:
•

The Poets and Writers Speakeasy Forum

•

The Creative Writing Pedagogy Facebook group

•

The Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) Facebook
group

•

The National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) forum, Facebook group, and
Twitter

•

Two subreddits from Reddit.com (r/writing and r/creativewriting)
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All responses were collected between June 17 and July 13 of 2016. Responses were tied to an
th

th

IP address to preserve anonymity yet discourage users from completing the survey more than
once. A total of 261 responses were recorded, of which 117 were complete, i.e., the participants
responded to every required question and submitted the survey. Only the complete responses
were analyzed.

Analytical Approaches

After collecting the surveys, I used SPSS to quantitatively and qualitatively analyze the
data. After collecting some initial descriptive data, I ran a series of bivariate Pearson
correlations. Correlations show the linear dependence between two variables. If certain factors
tend to increase or decrease in importance at the same time as others, they can be interpreted as
correlated. A positive correlation suggests that the two factors increase or decrease together in
importance. A negative correlation suggests that the factors have an inverse relationship: if one
factor increases in importance, the other decreases.
For this study, I ran a correlation to see what relationships might exist between each of
the factors that respondents rated as important in determining or influencing creative potential. I
also compared respondents’ level of agreement with certain statements about the nature of
creativity to the factors that they marked as important in determining or influencing creative
potential. In every case, the level of confidence was set at p < .05 on a two-tailed test.
To determine whether recognizable schools of thought exist in creative writing
philosophy and could be seen in the data, the data were next analyzed using an exploratory factor
analysis (EFA). Both correlations and EFAs find the underlying associations between a set of
measures. As Fabrigar and Wegener (2011) explain, correlations are helpful for determining
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whether two measures appear to be related, but these patterns are not often easy to discern. There
may be inexplicable deviations, and it is difficult to rely solely on correlations to determine
whether hypothesized patterns are accurate (pp. 2-3). Factor analysis helps overcome these
difficulties by determining how many distinct constructs are forming the patterns shown in a
given data set (p. 3). Because there were not enough data available to predetermine the
underlying constructs that might affect the battery, I chose to conduct an exploratory factor
analysis (EFA), which does not assume anything about how many constructs might appear or
what they will look like. Each construct that can be said to contribute to the correlations between
measures is called a common factor, and the estimation of how much influence a factor has on its
construct is referred to as a factor loading (p. 4). The first fourteen survey questions (the battery
of measured variables being studied) were analyzed using EFA to determine how many
underlying constructs exist as well as how strongly each factor loads onto its construct(s).
Specifically, the tables in Chapter 4 were created using iterated principal axis (IPA)
factor analysis. As Fabrigar and Wegener (2011) explain, IPA measures correlations to estimate
commonalities between variables (p. 46), making it an ideal way of measuring the existence of
common ideologies within the battery. Results were analyzed based on the second IPA table,
which was rotated using oblimin with Kaiser normalization. Fabrigar and Wegener (2011)
recommend rotating when dealing with factors that may load onto many or all of the available
constructs, as the data in this study did. Rotating the results simplifies the structure of the loads,
making them easier to interpret, more meaningful, and easier to replicate in future studies (p. 71).
Because the survey requested respondents to provide written clarifications and open
answers to questions, I received a large amount of useful qualitative data. Because the survey
was exploratory, and there was little way to predict what I would see in in the qualitative data, it
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was examined using rhetorical analysis, inspired in part by Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We
Live By (1980). Lakoff and Johnson argue that our conceptual systems are metaphorical in nature
and that is possible to analyze how people view the world by looking at how they describe
concepts metaphorically. For example, Lakoff and Johnson look at phrases like, “I defended my
point” or “He attacked my argument,” to make the case that our society views arguments as war
(p. 124).
Lakoff and Johnson’s approach to analyzing rhetoric is helpful to the goals of my study
because by searching for repeated conceptual language, I can postulate that the group of people
using that language share a common perception of creativity. Furthermore, I can use this method
to analyze what fuels their perception of creativity, even if none of the respondents explicitly
describe their point of view. In Chapter 4, I present the arguments, verbal trends, and repeating
images/metaphors I found in the qualitative answers.

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

This chapter summarizes the results of the analyses described in the methodology. In the
first section, quantitative results, I describe major findings from the bivariate Pearson correlation
as well as the exploratory factor analysis. In section two, I present findings from the rhetorical
analysis of respondents’ qualitative answers, which expand on and clarify issues spotted in the
quantitative data.

Quantitative Results

In section one of the survey, respondents rated the importance of 14 different factors in
determining or impacting one’s creative potential. Table 1 shows the comparative means for each
answer; in other words, it explains how much importance each factor was assigned by the 117
respondents.
At least one respondent assigned the minimum or maximum importance to each factor. In
general, however, respondents described skill as the most influential or deterministic factor
impacting creative potential, with a mean of 3.94. Culture and personality also scored highly,
receiving means of 3.31 and 3.30, respectively. The lowest scoring factors were gender (with a
mean of 1.47) and race (with a mean of 1.51). Genetics was also deemed to be relatively
uninfluential, with a mean score of 1.98.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics of Questions 1-14
N

Minimum

Maximum

Mean

Std. Deviation

Importance of... Genetics

117

1

5

1.98

1.042

Talent (imbued ability):

117

1

5

3.08

1.092

Skill:

117

1

5

3.94

1.011

Personality:

117

1

5

3.30

1.282

Physical surroundings:

117

1

5

3.00

1.273

Social circle:

117

1

5

2.89

1.272

Parents/Guardians:

117

1

5

2.98

1.091

K-12 school system:

117

1

5

3.00

1.130

College/University experience:

117

1

5

2.79

1.173

Work Environment:

117

1

5

2.72

1.217

Culture:

117

1

5

3.31

1.249

Gender:

117

1

5

1.47

.988

Race:

117

1

5

1.51

1.080

Economic Status:

117

1

5

2.32

1.251

Some factors had a larger standard deviation than others. Personality (1.282), physical
surroundings (1.273), and social circle (1.272) showed the largest deviations, while gender (.988)
showed the lowest. The spreads seen in responses were diverse. For instance, while respondents
were divided somewhat evenly in their answers about the importance of personality, they largely
answered that race was unimportant in determining or influencing creative potential. For a full
set of histograms, see Appendix D.

51
Correlations Among Items 1-14

The following tables show the correlations regarding how respondents rated the first 14
questions, which asked respondents to rate the importance of certain factors in influencing one’s
creative potential. Running a bivariate Pearson correlation revealed connections between some of
the respondents’ choices (see Table 2). Correlations that scored 0.05 or less on a two-tailed test
of significance were deemed significant.
The data show several strong correlations (r = close to or over .300) among different
factors. Parents/guardians showed the largest number of strong correlations; in addition to its
correlation with personality, parents/guardians correlated with social circle (r = .328), work
environment (r = .347), culture (r = .327), and economic status (r =.301). In general, external
influences on creativity tended to correlate with each other. Physical surroundings correlated
with seven other factors (social circle, parents/guardians, college/university experience, work
environment, culture, race, and economic status). Social circle and parents/guardians also
correlated with a wide variety of factors.
Some of the correlations suggest that more than two schools of thought could be
influencing the data set. For example, despite correlating with each other (r = .304), talent and
genetics associated with different items. Genetics correlated with personality (r = .294), but
talent did not. Furthermore, talent correlated with skill (r = .246), but genetics did not.

Table 2
Correlations Among Survey Questions 1-14

Importance
of... Genetics

Talent
(imbued
ability):

Skill:

Personality:

Physical
surroundings:

Social circle:

Parents/
Guardians:

Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N

Importance
of...
Genetics

Talent
(imbued
ability):

Skill:

1

.304**

117
.304

Personality:

Physical
surroundings:

Social
circle:

Parents/
Guardians:

K-12
school
system:

College/
University
experience:

Work
Environment:

.163

.294**

.065

.103

.220*

-.022

.046

.214*

.103

.001

.080

.001

.486

.271

.017

.814

.620

.021

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

1

**

.150

-.043

-.137

-.006

.070

.007

.107

.642

.142

.948

117

117

117

117

117

**

.001
117

117

.163

**

.080

.246

.246

1

.007

Race:

Economic
Status:

-.001

-.007

.070

.267

.996

.936

.451

117

117

117

117

117

-.021

.107

.084

.006

.025

-.100

.454

.825

.249

.370

.948

.791

.281

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

*

.112

*

.072

.060

.145

.045

.228

.011

.443

.521

.119

.067

.107

.028

.038

.143

.472

.250

.762

.683

.123

.185

Culture: Gender:

.233

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

.294**

.150

.067

1

.143

.232*

.361**

-.095

-.009

.082

.163

.092

.119

.154

.001

.107

.472

.125

.012

.000

.307

.926

.378

.079

.322

.202

.098

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

1

**

*

.180

**

**

**

.151

*

.233*

.000

.013

.052

.004

.001

.002

.105

.050

.012

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

1

**

*

*

**

**

.138

*

.278**

117

.065

-.043

.107

.143

.486

.642

.250

.125

117

117

117

117

117

*

**

.232

.549

.549

.103

-.137

.028

.271

.142

.762

.012

.000

117

117

117

117

117

117

**

*

**

*

-.006

.038

.017

.948

.683

.000

.013

.000

117

117

117

117

117

117

.220

.230

.328

.328

.210

.266

.186

.312

.269

.287

.396

.182

.205

.000

.023

.044

.003

.000

.138

.027

.002

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

1

**

**

**

**

.056

.103

.301**

117

.287

.260

.347

.327

.002

.005

.000

.000

.552

.271

.001

117

117

117

117

117

117

117
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(Table continued on the next page)

.361

.230

(Table continued from the previous page)
K-12 school
system:

Pearson
-.022
.070
.143
Correlation
Sig. (2.814
.454
.123
tailed)
N
117
117
117
College/
Pearson
.046
-.021 .185*
University
Correlation
experience:
Sig. (2.620
.825
.045
tailed)
N
117
117
117
Work
Pearson
*
.214
.107
.112
Environment: Correlation
Sig. (2.021
.249
.228
tailed)
N
117
117
117
Culture:
Pearson
.103
.084 .233*
Correlation
Sig. (2.267
.370
.011
tailed)
N
117
117
117
Gender:
Pearson
-.001
.006
.072
Correlation
Sig. (2.996
.948
.443
tailed)
N
117
117
117
Race:
Pearson
-.007
.025
.060
Correlation
Sig. (2.936
.791
.521
tailed)
N
117
117
117
Economic
Pearson
.070
-.100
.145
Status:
Correlation
Sig. (2.451
.281
.119
tailed)
N
117
117
117
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

-.095

.180

.210*

.287**

.307

.052

.023

.002

117

117

117

117

117

-.009

**

*

**

**

.266

.186

.260

1

.507

.507**

.364**

.177

.031

.042

.116

.000

.000

.056

.741

.650

.213

117

117

117

117

117

117

1

**

**

**

**

.377**

.926

.004

.044

.005

.000

117

117

117

117

117

117

.082

**

**

**

**

**

.312

.269

.347

.364

.616

.616

.004

.001

.000

117

117

117

117

117

1

**

**

**

.440**

.001

.003

.000

.000

.000

117

117

117

117

117

117

.163

**

**

**

.177

**

**

.000

.056

.079

.002

.000

.327

.316

.001

.298

.001

117

.396

.266

.000

.378

.287

.316

.392

.392

.255

.334

.000

.006

.000

.000

117

117

117

117

1

**

**

.399**

.000

.000

.000

.294

.001

.387

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

.092

.151

.138

.056

.031

.266**

.255**

.294**

1

.912**

.566**

.322

.105

.138

.552

.741

.004

.006

.001

.000

.000

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

.119

*

*

.103

.042

**

**

**

**

1

.577**

.182

.205

.298

.334

.387

.912

.202

.050

.027

.271

.650

.001

.000

.000

.000

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

.154

*

**

**

.116

**

**

**

**

**

1

.233

.278

.301

.377

.440

.399

.566

.000

.577

.098

.012

.002

.001

.213

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117
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Correlations Between Statements About Creativity and Factors That Influence Creativity

Next, each of the questions in section two were compared to the variables in section one
to see if the respondents’ levels of agreement with statements about creativity correlated with the
importance the respondents assigned certain factors in determining or influencing creative
potential.
In Table 3, as respondents’ level of agreement with the statement, "Everyone has the
capacity for creativity,” increased, the likelihood of their placing importance on genetics (r =
-.241), talent (r = -.272), and skill (r = -.202) decreased. Instead, the respondents who agreed
with the statement were more likely to deem social circle (r = .189) and the K-12 school system
(r = .219) as important factors when determining or influencing creative potential.
In Table 4, respondents who agreed that creativity could be lost over time correlated with
respondents who agreed that it can be gained over time (r = .319), but despite correlating with
each other, these two groups did not necessarily agree on what factors determine or influence
creative potential. Those who said that creativity can be lost were more likely to rate genetics as
important (r = .202), while the answers given by respondents who said that creativity can be
gained over time correlated with their beliefs about the importance of social circle (r = .304) and
culture (r = .237).
In Table 5, respondents who agreed with the statement, "Creativity can be taught," were
more likely to rate social circle (r = .212), college/university experience (r = .272), and work
environment (r = .227) as influential factors in determining or impacting creative potential.

Table 3

"Everyone has
the capacity for
creativity"

Pearson
1
-.241**
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
.009
N
117
117
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Economic
Status:

Race:

Gender:

Culture:

Work
Environment:

College/
University
experience:

K-12 school
system:

Parents/
Guardians:

Social circle:

Physical
surroundings:

Personality:

Skill:

Talent (imbued
ability):

Importance
of... Genetics

"Everyone has
the capacity for
creativity"

Correlations Between Responses to “Everyone Has the Capacity for Creativity” and the Traits That Impact Creative Potential

-.272**

-.202*

-.136

.078

.189*

.051

.219*

.121

-.081

.095

-.063

-.055

-.013

.003
117

.029
117

.142
117

.405
117

.041
117

.582
117

.018
117

.194
117

.383
117

.308
117

.497
117

.556
117

.888
117

Table 4

Work
Environment:

Social circle:

Physical
surroundings:

Talent (imbued
ability):

Importance
of... Genetics

-.051

.098

.045

.086

.148

.062

.001

-.076

-.036

.066

117

.000
117

.029
117

.723
117

.368
117

.123
117

.586
117

.291
117

.634
117

.356
117

.112
117

.504
117

.991
117

.415
117

.703
117

.481
117

.319**

1

.005

-.034

.135

.088

.138

.304**

.048

.021

-.020

.057

.237*

-.037

-.004

.064

.000
117

117

.954
117

.718
117

.147
117

.347
117

.139
117

.001
117

.608
117

.825
117

.830
117

.545
117

.010
117

.689
117

.967
117

.490
117

Economic
Status:

.143

Race:

.084

Gender:

-.033

Culture:

.202*

College/
University
experience:

.319**

Personality:

1

Skill:

K-12 school
system:

"Creativity can
be gained over
time."

Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Parents/
Guardians:

"Creativity can
be lost over
time."

"Creativity can
be gained over
time."

"Creativity can
be lost over
time."

Correlations Between Beliefs About the Transience of Creativity and the Traits That Impact Creative Potential

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Table 5

Work
Environment:

.101

.093

.272**

.227*

.043

.051

.071

.168

.129
117

.632
117

.379
117

.308
117

.022
117

.277
117

.319
117

.003
117

.014
117

.643
117

.588
117

.447
117

.071
117

Economic
Status:

.212*

Race:

.095

Gender:

.082

Culture:

-.045

Personality:

-.141

Skill:

College/
University
experience:

Social circle:

Physical
surroundings:

Talent (imbued
ability):

K-12 school
system:

Pearson
1
-.002
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
.979
N
117
117
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Parents/
Guardians:

"Creativity can be
taught."

Importance
of... Genetics

"Creativity can
be taught."

Correlations Between Responses to the Statement “Creativity Can Be Taught” and the Traits That Impact Creative Potential
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Table 6

"Life Experience Pearson
impacts one’s
Correlation
ability to produce Sig. (2-tailed)
creative work."
N

1

117

Economic Status:

Race:

Gender:

Culture:

Work
Environment:

College/
University
experience:

K-12 school
system:

Parents/
Guardians:

Social circle:

Physical
surroundings:

Personality:

Skill:

Talent (imbued
ability):

Importance of...
Genetics

"Life Experience
impacts one’s
ability to produce
creative work."

Correlations Between Responses to the Statement “Life Experience Impacts One’s Ability to Produce Creative Work” and the
Traits that Impact Creative Potential

.057

-.042

.167

.195*

.212*

.356**

.204*

.085

.091

.133

.284**

.178

.186*

.213*

.542

.653

.071

.035

.022

.000

.027

.361

.327

.153

.002

.055

.045

.021

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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In Table 6, responses to the statement, "Life Experience impacts one’s ability to produce
creative work," correlated with a number of factors, including personality (r = .195), physical
surroundings (r = .212), social circle (r = .356), parents/guardians (r = .204), culture (r = .284),
race (r = .186), and economic status (r = .213). These results are consistent with earlier data
showing correlations among most of the different societal and external factors.
In Table 7, respondents who emphasize the importance of reading certain literary genres
were compared to respondents who believe that reading in any genre is valuable. There were no
usable data describing how these two groups relate to each other, but the two groups did differ
concerning which factors they considered important in determining or influencing creative
potential. Respondents’ answers about the importance of reading literary fiction/poetry
correlated with their beliefs about the importance of personality (r = .243) and social circle (r =
.209). However, respondents who believed in the benefits of reading creative work in any genre
showed negative correlations with work environment (r = -.185), gender (r = -.196), and race (r =
-.249). As those respondents’ belief in reading any genre increased, their belief in the importance
of these factors decreased.
In Table 8, respondents who agreed with the statement, "Creative Writers benefit from a
theoretical background in literary studies," strongly correlated with respondents who believed the
same about rhetoric/composition. They also correlated with many of the same influencing
factors, including physical surroundings (r = .263/r = .188), social circle (r = .301/r = .279), the
college/university experience (r = .243/r = .278), and economic status (r = .193/r = .213). In
addition, respondents’ answers about literary studies correlated slightly with their views on the
importance of gender in determining or impacting creative potential (r = .182), and respondents’
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answers about rhetoric/composition correlated with their view on the importance of
parents/guardians (r = .191), the K-12 school system (r = .256), and culture (r = .245).

Exploratory Factor Analysis

To determine whether recognizable schools of thought exist in creative writing
philosophy and could be seen in the data, the data were next analyzed using an exploratory factor
analysis (EFA; see Table 10). As explained in Chapter 3, the goal of conducting EFA was to
better understand the underlying patterns that form the correlations in the data set.2 EFA revealed
four underlying constructs, suggesting that the respondents’ answers were more likely to fall
along one of four patterns (see Table 11).
The first factor measures variables related to education and work environment. Perhaps
coincidentally, these are the three factors that correlated to the statement, “Creative writing can
be taught.” The second factor, once rotated, is more mysterious; all that can be concretely said
about it is that it definitely does not measure gender or race. The third factor measures a different
set of influencing factors; social circle loads highly onto this factor (.818) followed by physical
surroundings (.530) and parents/guardians (.465). The fourth factor appears to measure genetics
(.563) and talent (.595) more than the other variables.

2

For more information on EFA, see Fabrigar and Wegener (2011).

Table 7
Correlations Between Responses to Statements About What Genres Writers Should Read and the Traits That Impact Creative

"Creative writers
benefit from
consistently
reading literary
fiction and/or
poetry."
"Creative writers
benefit from
reading any
creative work in
any genre."

Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N
Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2tailed)
N

Economic
Status:

Race:

Gender:

Culture:

Work
Environment:

College/
University
experience:

K-12 school
system:

Parents/
Guardians:

Social circle:

Physical
surroundings:

Personality:

Skill:

Talent (imbued
ability):

"Creative
writers benefit
from
consistently
"Creative
literary
reading
writers
and/or
fiction benefit
reading
from
poetry."
any creative
work in any
Importance
genre."
of... Genetics

Potential

.073

.149

.131

.164

.243**

.115

.209*

.023

-.058

.051

-.062

.027

.068

-.001

.033

.433

.108

.159

.077

.008

.216

.023

.804

.536

.588

.504

.772

.469

.995

.725

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

.073

1

-.083

-.077

-.035

-.069

-.095

.044

-.001

.107

-.042

-.185*

.051

-.196*

-.249**

-.112

.375

.411

.705

.463

.308

.634

.988

.250

.650

.045

.582

.034

.007

.230

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

1

.433
117

117

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Table 8

"Creative Writers benefit
from a theoretical
background in literary
studies."

Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

"Creative Writers benefit
from a theoretical
background in
rhetoric/composition."

Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Economic Status:

Race:

Gender:

Culture:

Work Environment:

College/ University
experience:

K-12 school system:

Parents/ Guardians:

Social circle:

Physical surroundings:

Personality:

Skill:

Talent (imbued ability):

Importance of... Genetics

"Creative Writers benefit
from a theoretical
background in literary
studies."
"Creative Writers benefit
from a theoretical
background in
rhetoric/composition."

Correlations Between Statements About Writers’ Educational Needs and the Traits That Impact Creative Potential

.542**

-.031

-.135

-.094

.178

.263**

.301**

.136

.137

.243**

.136

.133

.182*

.161

.193*

.000

.741

.147

.312

.056

.004

.001

.144

.142

.008

.145

.152

.050

.082

.037

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

.542**

1

.037

-.044

-.040

.172

.188*

.279**

.191*

.256**

.278**

.181

.245**

.136

.151

.213*

.693

.636

.672

.064

.042

.002

.039

.005

.002

.051

.008

.143

.104

.021

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

117

1

.000
117

117

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Table 10
Factor Matrixa
Factor
1
Importance of… Genetics
Talent (imbued ability):
Skill:
Personality:
Physical surroundings:
Social circle:
Parents/Guardians:
K-12 school system:
College/University experience:
Work Environment:
Culture:
Gender:
Race:
Economic Status:

2
.177
.042
.206
.244
.453
.519
.441
.355
.633
.662
.584
.664
.735
.674

3
.253
.114
.119
.153
.236
.304
.347
.340
.222
.240
.102
-.655
-.622
-.174

4
.422
.275
.068
.517
.040
.158
.155
-.377
-.464
-.164
.093
.051
.065
.009

.291
.508
.263
-.013
-.284
-.522
-.065
.118
.209
.185
-.023
.050
.026
-.046

Extraction method: principal axis factoring.
a. Four factors extracted, 17 iterations required.

Table 11
Pattern Matrixa
Factor
1
Importance of... Genetics
Talent (imbued ability):
Skill:
Personality:
Physical surroundings:
Social circle:
Parents/Guardians:
K-12 school system:
College/University experience:
Work Environment:
Culture:
Gender:
Race:
Economic Status:

2
-.061
.023
.166
-.267
.139
.013
.168
.630
.783
.550
.176
-.073
-.051
.147

3
.057
.013
-.044
-.058
-.046
-.020
.032
.113
-.155
-.182
-.265
-.977
-.989
-.551

Extraction method: principal axis factoring.
Rotation method: oblimin with Kaiser normalization
a. Rotation converged in 18 iterations.

4
.153
-.195
-.028
.394
.530
.818
.465
.076
.017
.177
.335
-.107
-.038
.206

.563
.595
.298
.363
-.091
-.182
.177
-.008
.009
.177
.123
-.034
-.028
-.007
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Many of the variables do not load concretely or strongly onto any factor, suggesting that
the variables do not yet do enough to isolate and represent certain ideologies. Respondents might
define certain variables differently, or the variables might conjure different images in their minds
than what was anticipated when building the survey. That said, even these preliminary findings
suggest that more than two groups appear when soliciting opinions about creativity and creative
writing.
The quantitative data present a strong case that belief about creativity is much more
complex than our current labels suggest. Although some of the data correlate with binaristic
perceptions of creative writing debates (e.g., nature vs. nurture or talent vs. hard work), many of
the results fall outside of or complicate these debates, suggesting that understudied or
undiscovered philosophies could be influencing respondents’ beliefs about creativity.
However, while the data do suggest that there are unexplored factors that influence respondents’
perceptions about creativity, it does little to describe what those factors might be. To gain a
better understanding of how respondents articulated and justified their beliefs about creativity, I
read their qualitative answers to the survey questions, searching for common rhetorical devices,
analogies, vocabulary, and themes.

Qualitative Results

Upon reading the verbal responses question by question, I identified several major trends
in the responses. In two cases, respondents’ answers appeared to fall along a spectrum of beliefs
about creativity. Both spectrums addressed key philosophical components of creativity. I will
refer to these philosophical debates as the “major alignments.”
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First Alignment: Internalism vs. Externalism

In the qualitative responses to questions about what it takes to become creative or who
has the ability to write, some people focused largely on internal characteristics, such as innate
talent. Some respondents spoke of talent as a static trait:
•

We can attempt to teach it, but I think creativity is an innate part of who we are as
humans and some people are better tapped into that innate part. For example, I can be
taught how to do math, but my brain does not function in a math-based area…
Creativity is a kind of talent just like performing higher order math. Some have it,
some don't, and some can learn enough to be a little better than average.

•

While I won't say it's impossible, some people just don't have a creative bone in their
body.

•

[When asked who can become creative]: Theoretically anyone. Like anything else,
you can teach parts of creativity and I think practice can further someone's creativity,
but if they aren't creative they just aren't creative. Talent and hard work are two
extremely important factors in success and no amount of hard work creates talent.

Others suggested that talent was part of a group of internal characteristics or only a part of
overall creative potential:
• I think anyone can. As I mentioned in an earlier question, I think we all have the innate
ability for creativity, but some of us have talent that lies in that area as well. But if
anyone digs down deep enough, they can be creative (just like if I dig down deep
enough, I can do math).
• If by [creativity] we mean the innate proclivity towards creation, that seems more in
the realm of talent, which is not so important, but certainly helps.

Answers about innate characteristics were complicated by the fact that respondents defined talent
in diverse ways:
•

“What's the difference between talent and skill?”

•

“Talent to me is taste. It's equally as subjective.”
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Although it was recommended during the pilot study that I provide a brief definition for talent
(“imbued ability”), doing so did not prevent respondents from disagreeing with that definition or
ignoring it in favor of their own beliefs about what the term means and to what it refers.
Some respondents focused on the importance of personality traits rather than talent or
skill. In contrast to the confusion brought about when defining “talent,” the personality traits
respondents focused on were consistent: persistence, drive, dedication, hard work, and resilience.
Here are some examples:
•

“Drive, determination, hard work: very important.”

•

“Persistence is not here [on the list of measured survey items]. Persistence is the
most important.”

Together, these traits suggested that an indomitable will to create eclipsed all other
personality considerations when deciding whether someone would be able to write creatively. An
indomitable person, according to respondents, has a natural or developed ability to push through
obstacles and handle adversity. They do not give up. In some cases, respondents specified that
the right personality would win out regardless of external circumstances and that adversity might
even improve their work. As one respondent wrote:
I think, to a certain extent, hardship builds creative potential. It helps with perseverance
in the face of ridicule or other obstacles to creative endeavors. So any of the factors listed
above [in the survey] can be important if they give a person hardship in their live[s].
In contrast to the internalists, externalist respondents consistently pointed out the strong
influence of external circumstances on the individual. In statements reminiscent of Virginia
Woolf, who argued in A Room of One’s Own that “a woman must have money and a room of her
own if she is to write fiction” (p. 4), the externalists note that some restrictions can either inhibit
or prevent writers from reaching their goals. The most commonly cited restrictive factors were
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finances, time, and education. Some respondents also cited the importance of emotional support
structures (including support from family, social circle, and culture). The following are sample
quotes from the qualitative responses:
•

While I believe that anyone can be creative, let's be honest here. The more successful
(i.e. popular) writers have family or friends to support them emotionally and
encourage them. Most successful writers had more opportunities to express
themselves creatively. Most writers had a nudge from someone who saw something
special and offered advice and nurtured the desire to share that voice.

•

Out of all of these [factors], I think that economic and employment circumstances are
the deadliest. I do not think that being a millionaire makes one a writer, but I do
believe that when one is struggling to survive off three minimum-wage jobs, there is
little time or energy--physical or creative--to allow writing to occur.

•

Encouragement is everything when it comes to creativity. Poor people, non-white
people, and men are not usually encouraged to be creative or engage in
creative/artistic activities. Also, our current culture that greatly values the sciences
doesn't encourage people to pursue the arts.

•

I consider economic status somewhat important only because people coming from
'less' will also have less access to things that could stimulate and encourage creativity.
I think the potential is still there, but that seed may not ever see light and grow.

Significance of the Internal/External Alignment
Beliefs about external versus internal factors were so fundamental to the respondents’
personal philosophies about creativity that any future surveys must take this alignment into
consideration when designing survey questions. For example, the qualitative responses revealed
that respondents who deemed gender to be “important” or “very important” in determining or
influencing creative potential might have selected the same answer for drastically different
reasons. Consider the following responses, both of which came from respondents who believed
in the importance of gender:
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I am of the opinion that men are consistently more talented in producing original
speculative fiction, while women are more accustomed to writing realistic fiction,
especially as it pertains to social and interpersonal drama. I also feel that men are better
with language, while women are better at themes.
versus
Your economic status, gender, and race have no bearing on whether or not you have the
potential to be a creative person; to say they do would be rather bigoted. However, there
is something to be said about what sorts of opportunities are available to you based on
gender, race, and economic status.
While the first respondent treated gender as an internal factor that determines creative potential,
the second looked at gender and race from an external standpoint, focusing on the social impact
of being born with certain traits.
While the internal/external alignment may sound similar to debates about nature vs.
nurture, the respondents’ beliefs do not fit neatly into the stereotypical confines of the
nature/nurture debate. Respondents who focused on more internal factors, for instance, did not
always rely on gender or race or even talent as determinants of creative potential. Instead, they
were more likely to focus on personality. As one respondent wrote, “Persistence – more than
talent -- seems the most important of all these things.” Externalists, meanwhile, while united in
their belief that larger factors may inhibit creativity, considered a wide range of external and
social factors, including some that had nothing to do with childhood experiences or parental
involvement. They did not always name the same factors when discussing which ones are the
most influential, and it is possible that the respondents would disagree on the extent to which
external influences are important, which groups are most affected by societal factors, or what
specifically the external influences are doing to inhibit creativity.
As discussed in Chapter 2, there is evidence to suggest that both nature and nurture can
be influential, and some respondents expressed their belief in the equal importance of both
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internal and external factors. However, the degree to which respondents prioritize external vs.
internal influences may strongly affect other answers they provide about creativity, making this
an important axis to consider when asking someone about their beliefs regarding the nature of
creativity.
Second Alignment: Universalism vs. Constraints

Both internalist and externalist respondents were united by one idea: a constraint might
prevent the successful execution of creativity. In the case of creative writing, constraints were
anything that could prevent or inhibit someone from successfully writing creatively. These
constraints could be internal or external and could stem from or affect a person, environment, or
product. However, many respondents rejected some or all constraints, arguing that creativity is a
state of being related to human action or thought, that creativity is inextricable from human
nature, and that almost anything can be creative. I will refer to any boundary-denying philosophy
about creativity as universalist.
It is important to note that pure universalist thinking was difficult to find in the survey
results. Even if respondents believed that all people are born with the capacity for creativity (and
many expressed this view), a lot of those respondents pointed out social or personal situations
that might prevent their creativity from ever being expressed. To be a pure universalist,
respondents had to treat creativity as not only a state of being, but a state that was impossible to
lose. It also meant that purely universalist respondents saw creativity as an act of existence rather
than a product or type of person. Here are a few examples:
•

Sometimes people drift away from creating things, but I believe the capacity is there
unless something has happened to injure them severely.

•

•
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[When asked whether creativity can be lost over time]: I don't think of creativity as a
resource, like it's money or property. It's an awareness. I would rephrase to "the
ability to think creatively can be lost over time.”
I think there is some level of creativity in people that can't ever go away.

Because universalists tended to treat creativity as a natural state, when asked who can be
creative, some of them considered or argued for non-human sources of creativity:
•

Human beings without an unusual level of cognitive impairment. God. Possibly
some animals, but I'm not convinced on that yet.

•

Just about anyone who isn't cognitively impaired (and some of them). I've seen good
paintings done by elephants.

•

People and some animals. Owls?

Finally, universalists tended to reject generic boundaries when discussing creativity. Despite
identifying as creative writers themselves, universalist respondents described a wide variety of
acts as creative, including arts, crafts, scientific theories, home decoration, and gardening. As
one respondent wrote, “To limit the answer is anathema to a creative perspective.”

Significance of Universalism

Universalists do not fit neatly into external or internal philosophies, both of which require
a recognition of constraints on an individual’s creative potential. Universalists believe that
creativity is an internal trait, but they place no limits on who can have that trait. They also, to
some degree, reject external constraints on creativity because, while some people may lack the
resources to write, creativity itself is an unstoppable action, thought, or state of existence. To
explore the universalist creative writing philosophy further, future studies may need to control
for different genres of creative expression.
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Complications in Defining Creativity: The Person, the Process, and the Product

As discussed in Chapter 2, psychologists argue that definitions of creativity are complex
because they might cover many different components of creativity (Rothenberg & Hausman,
1976; Shiu, 2014). The definitions also reveal bias on the part of the definers (Rothenberg &
Hausman, 1976). The qualitative data support these arguments, and furthermore, the responses
illustrate how diverse the possible definitions can be.
When asked to give their personal definitions of creativity, some respondents focused on
the person creating the work, some defined creativity as a process, and some described a final
product. A number of respondents recognized multiple stages (a creative person, a creative
process, and a creative product) and were adamant that these separate areas of creativity should
be distinguished from each other at all times. Others combined all three in their answers.
Because the respondents gave preferential treatment to any or all of these three stages when
writing down their definitions, their responses varied widely. Some respondents defined
creativity as an action, and their definitions included any of the following verbs:
•

create

•

make

•

perform

•

shape

•

express

•

communicate

•

think

•

access
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•

tap into

Other respondents defined creativity as a feeling/concept/object, using the following nouns:
•

impulse

•

motivation

•

force

•

tool

•

medium

•

skill

•

ability

A number of respondents included qualifying adjectives in their definitions:
•

new

•

imaginative

•

original

•

outside the box

•

valuable

The possible combinations of definitions that can be made using these words are
staggering, and each new combination suggests a different underlying conceptual framework.
For example, how can a respondent who defines creativity as “shaping an imaginative impulse”
be said to be studying the same subject as someone who defines creativity as an “out-of-the-box
tool”?
These findings align with the methodological issues described in the psychological
studies summarized in Chapter 2, and they provide further evidence that creative writing studies
scholars must be attentive to the definitions that they use when discussing creativity. In a 25-
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person workshop, students can and probably will have at least 25 different definitions of
creativity, and each definition appears to reveal their underlying beliefs about the nature of the
subject. The connections between respondents’ beliefs and the rhetorical choices used in their
definitions are a rich opportunity for further study.

More Complications: Figurative Language

When describing how creativity works, many respondents used analogies or metaphors or
they personified creativity. Sometimes their figurative language was thematically similar. If we
adopt the attitude of Lakoff and Johnson, who argue that “our ordinary conceptual system… is
fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (2003, p. 3), and analyze the metaphors with the intention
of determining respondents’ underlying perceptions of creativity, several interesting themes
develop.
For instance, when asked to explain their level of agreement with the statement,
“Creativity can be lost over time,” some respondents believed that creativity could never fully
disappear, and the words they used to convey this attitude centered thematically on the idea of
hiding:
•

Without nurturing creativity, it can go dormant.

•

It's not lost - it can go into hiding.

•

Creativity as the potential for creation can never be lost, but it can be obscured if it’s
not actively or regularly cultivated.

Others referred to creativity as something that could be weakened or reduced:
•

Creativity is a muscle -- it needs to be exercised or it can get weak or atrophy.

•

I think it can atrophy, which seems different from being lost.
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Others explained that creativity might simply change over time:
•

It probably just manifests somewhere else, in something such as work ethic or critical
thinking ability.

And others agreed with the usage of the word “lost”:
•

People begin to think of themselves as having lost their creativity, which becomes a
self-fulfilling prophecy.

•

If you don't exercise your creativity, you are likely to lose the ability to exercise it.

Analyzing such a response diverse set quickly becomes overwhelming, not only because so
many metaphors are being used, but also because respondents might mix or incorrectly use
metaphors, requiring further elaboration and increasing the risk of inaccurate analysis. However,
analyzing these metaphors using a common framework might help to mitigate this issue.

Using Figurative Language to Reveal Alignments

Although figurative language makes analysis difficult in general, some of the word
choices made by respondents when discussing whether creativity can be lost reflect the
alignments described earlier, suggesting that basic frameworks may be helpful for understanding
what respondents believe about creativity. For instance, some respondents focused internally
when providing their answers, as evidenced by their treatment of motivation as an important
factor:
•

If you lose motivation, you're less likely to feel interest in creating.

•

I don't think time is the causal factor here; I think people's creativity can stagnate due
to (for example) lack of use or motivation, though, or lack of stimulus. Not trying
anything new, not seeing anything, not being inspired by life, definitely makes it hard
for me to come up with new ideas.
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The internalists also looked at how age might affect creativity:
•

It usually declines after childhood - but can be encouraged in later life. But I'm
beginning to think people go one of two ways: becoming more adventurous, confident
and explorative in their lives, or becoming more fearful and inflexible to the point of
OCD in later years!

•

In most cases, creativity is gained over time from experience with the process. I think
that as one ages after a lifelong career of creativity, they become more and more
"genius-like" until they reach a point where they quickly lose it all from old age's
effects on the brain. John Williams' composition for films would probably be a good
example of that.

These responses are both rhetorically and ideologically different from how externalists spoke
about the loss of creativity, as evidenced below:
•

[When asked whether creativity can be lost over time]: Only in the sense that a
person's drive to create, problem solve, learn, explore, etc. may decrease depending
upon environmental factors such as parent involvement or socio-economic pressures,
among others.

•

I'm pushing 60 and I see a trend toward mental calcification in some of my peers.
Comfort and maintaining the status quo become more important and that seems to
dampen creativity except in already-established or narrowly defined ways.

While these externalist respondents also discuss the impact of age on creativity, they focus on
how society might impact a person over time rather than how the aging process physically
affects creativity.
Based on the samples collected from the survey, it is possible to find thematic structures
behind certain words or phrases used when discussing creativity. It is even possible to correlate
the language used by respondents to their underlying beliefs about creativity. In the future, it
may be possible to accurately predict a writer’s philosophical beliefs about creativity simply by
analyzing the metaphors they use within the rhetorical context in which they were used.
However, I do not think it is possible to identify a respondent’s views based on metaphor choice
alone because two respondents could be using the same metaphor, but for different reasons.

75
Furthermore, the sheer variety of descriptions given by respondents means that it is much too
soon to predict how many schools of thought may exist in creative writing, especially once we
take into account the other factors that might influence one’s beliefs about creativity.

Greatest Complication: Combining Creativity with Other Concepts
Many respondents’ answers suggested that their views on creativity influence or were
influenced by their views on other subjects, such as religion, ethics, and/or education. These
results are exciting because they suggest that the philosophy of creative writing has broad
implications within a larger societal context. However, it was often difficult to determine how
many influences and perspectives were affecting respondents’ answers. The connection between
respondents’ views on creativity and their views on other subjects is another rich opportunity for
further study, but to start, I have provided some examples showing how respondents’ beliefs
about ethics and education influenced their views on creativity.

Creativity and Ethics

Although I did not ask any questions about Hitler, I was surprised to find that he was
mentioned or alluded to more than once by respondents when clarifying their answers about
creativity. Even more interestingly, the respondents disagreed on whether Hitler’s acts were
creative. Consider the following two quotes:
Sadly, creativity can… be used for very evil purposes. For example, genocide is nothing
new to human history, but the Holocaust stands out precisely because of how much
sinister creativity went into it.
versus
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[When asked who can become creative]: Anyone willing to be criticized and open to the
new. I do not [imagine] Hitler or Pol Pot to be examples of creative minds.
In both answers, the respondents consider evil people or evil acts as a possible exemption from
the idea that creativity is universal. However, while the first respondent believes that an act of
evil can still be creative, the second respondent argues that despotic minds are not creative
because of specific personality flaws.
At first, the connection between ethics and creativity may seem unclear, but the answer
given by another respondent helps clarify the rhetorical framework that some of the respondents
may be using:
[When asked what genres and products can be creative]: Anything, with possible
exception for genres and products in the service of destruction, disrespect,
hatemongering.
This answer positions creation as the literal opposite of destruction, treating creation almost in a
Biblical sense as a force that makes new life. Another respondent expands on the religious
connotations of the word “create”:
[When asked what genres and products cannot be creative]: Things with which human
beings have no interaction. Galaxies, perhaps? We are creative in finding ways to study
them, though, so astronomy is creative even if the things it observes are not. (But then
we are also studying God's creativity, so there's really no escaping it, which is why
"creativity" and "creation" share a root word...).
In both this response and one of the earlier universalist responses, God is counted as a creative
force. In general, these responses suggest that respondents’ ethical and/or religious beliefs
influence their perceptions of the nature and value of creativity as well as who can possess it.
It is also important to note that respondents who consider creativity from an ethical
standpoint may consider a wide range of social ills in their analyses. For example, some
responses considered classism and capitalism when discussing creativity:
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[When asked what genres and products cannot be creative]: A Big Mac. Mass
industrialized Brene Brown creativity -- where the social implications of being able to be
creative are completely ignored and one just markets to white middle class people of
privilege.
versus
[When asked what qualities a work must have to be creative]: For writing, it must be
structured in such a way as to elicit an aesthetic, emotional or psychological outcome in
the reader based on the writing itself. The line between reportage and creative writing is
thin. The line between sales and creative writing is thin.
The first respondent stipulates that creative works must reject classism and capitalism to
recognize the social privileges afforded to the creative, thus firmly attaching creative acts to
political acts. The second respondent, in contrast, incorporates journalism and sales into the
pantheon of creative works, using reader responsiveness as a unifying metric rather than social
impact. In this case, the respondents offer diverse perspectives on a variety of ethical and
sociopolitical issues, not just creativity.

Creativity and Systemic Education

When considering creativity within a large and complicated context, such as education,
respondents’ answers became especially varied. For example, when respondents explained their
level of agreement with the statement “Creativity can be taught,” their beliefs about the
education system and the purpose of teaching merged with all their possible alignments and
perceptions of creativity to create one of the most diverse answer sets received. Some
respondents wholly supported the statement:
•

Dead Poet's Society, yo.

•

While difficult, I'm sure it can be done.

•

While not 100% clear how to always I think it can be taught.
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Some respondents came up with more specific words for teaching:
•

It can be encouraged and nurtured, but not "taught" in the traditional sense of the
word.

•

I think creativity can be modeled.

•

If you count encouragement and training as teaching, yes. If you mean increasing the
inherent level of creativity -- if such a thing could be measured -- possibly not.

Others defined specific aspects of creativity that could be taught:
•

This is a difficult question, because it has so much to do with what is meant by
"creativity." If by that term we mean the process of creation, then it can certainly be
taught; one can learn how to get into the appropriate state of mind, and one can learn
craft.

•

Recovering creativity, which is lost over time, can be taught.

•

Techniques for springboarding creative thinking can definitely be taught.

•

Teachers can create environments which both allow for and push students forward
divergent thinking.

•

I believe techniques for enabling and increasing creativity can be taught, but not
creativity as such.

•

If by taught you mean improved, I agree

•

The ability to express creativity can be taught or learned. I strongly believe creativity
is something all are born with, even if it doesn't show or seem like so. Some people
just need outlets and platforms to express themselves through.

•

Techniques can be taught. Attitudes can be practiced and encouraged. Stimulus can be
provided.

Others, when asked whether creativity can be taught, defined the limits of what the teacher can
do:
•

It is more of the person teaching helps the student realize what options there are that
allow the creativity to flow, to get the student thinking in different ways.

•

It can't be taught, but it can be encouraged. Confidence is often the barrier.
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•
•

A master, or even a practiced hand, of a creative form can impart skills to pupils
through training, practice, and critique.
Creativity can be taught in the same way that a plant can be grown. The only thing
someone can do to help someone become creative is to make a place for them where
they are encouraged to be creative.

More than other questions, this one led to respondents sharing personal examples:
•

This is such an old bias -- that somehow creativity cannot be taught. It can! When I
was a dancer, the most boring dancers -- those who just stuck it out -- often became
the most incredible performers. You would never guess it from their classroom work.

•

We can attempt to teach it, but I think creativity is an innate part of who we are as
humans and some people are better tapped into that innate part. For example, I can be
taught how to do math, but my brain does not function in a math-based area. And I
can recall some of those basic math skills I was right [sic] years ago, but not beyond
simple tasks.

•

For some people, I think this is so. I teach creative writing at the college level and
have found that an atmosphere in which it's acceptable to fail can result in increased
creative output. In self-surprise.

•

Creativity by definition requires imagination, and there are disorders where aspects of
imagination can be limited. For example, I have high-functioning autism, and as a
child my ability to imagine what other people are thinking wasn't very good. But I
was taught how to imagine what might be in other people's heads--and that awakened
my curiosity about others, particularly in story.

Finally, some respondents provided (often negative) commentary on the education system in
general:
•

The most important factor is imagination, the second being drive. Public schools
seem to beat most of both of these out of most students.

•

Most school systems sort of work to stifle creativity, so they influence the potential
(and lack thereof) to create in the first place.

•

I think college is very important as far as acquiring and honing writing skill, but
primary school is more important for maintaining and nurturing creativity, allowing
out-of-the-box thinking, etc. In other words, college can't fix what primary school has
broken.
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When respondents did not believe creativity could be taught, they often had very different
reasons for this belief. Consider the following quotes:
Creativity, to me, is something you cannot simply "teach". It is either learned over time
through various things, or simply born with a creative mind.
versus
Creativity is very personal; it would be like attempting to teach an emotion.
versus
Depends on where you draw the boundaries of "creativity" - I think the starting point,
coming up with creative ideas, cannot be taught. But I also think it's not the most
important part of the puzzle. Incubation of the ideas is more important and for that part
there are techniques that can be taught, beginning with things as simple as just writing
down the idea so you can re-visit it later.
While the first respondent shows signs of traditionalist thinking, the second appears to be
universalist, suggesting that respondents’ views on the education system cannot be predicted
based on their views on creativity. The third respondent, like many others above, is making
complex delineations between different parts of creativity.
A diverse number of background beliefs guide these answers. Not only are respondents
commenting on whether creativity is a universal trait or limited to certain people, they are also
taking stances on the role of the person, process, and final product in defining creativity as well
as the different mental or emotional components of creativity, the aspects of creativity generation
that might be missing from writers’ daily lives, and the purpose and limitations of
education/educators. Scholars have often talked about their frustration over the question, “Can
creative writing be taught?” Some have described it as a distraction or called it irrelevant, but
based on the diversity of the responses, I think the real problem with this question is that every
word in it must be philosophically unpacked before we can even begin to answer it. It takes so
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much mental work to fully break down and answer the question that scholars feel slighted by
anyone cruel enough to casually ask it of them. The question must be answered, though, and
explaining the major alignments and competing philosophies that drive our understanding of
creativity makes it easier.

Conclusion

In general, these responses provide reasons why the quantitative data would not fit neatly
into two categories or schools of thought in creative writing studies. Just by following major
alignments alone, it is clear that creative writing philosophies cannot fit into two major camps.
Furthermore, respondents’ perceptions, biases, backgrounds, and beliefs consistently impacted
their answers, revealing the subjectivity of creative philosophy. As one respondent wrote, “Good
question. No idea about the answer past my own experience.”
While the answers to the initial research questions may seem negative, the qualitative
data provide a more exciting and varied snapshot of creative writing philosophy than expected,
and it is possible that looking for schools of thought is the wrong way to go about exploring
these diverse perspectives. In the next chapter, I provide a more detailed summary of the findings
presented here and describe how the evidence collected could inform future studies on creative
writing philosophy.

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION

The survey successfully generated a variety of responses to analyze, and the collected
data was used to explore and respond to a set of three research questions:
1. How accurately does the debate between traditionalists and writer/teacher/scholars (as
depicted in literature about CWS) represent commonly held beliefs one might have
about creative writing studies?
2. Is it currently possible to categorize “schools of thought” in creative writing studies?
3. If so, what are the philosophical and rhetorical foundations behind those schools of
thought?
In this chapter, I provide responses to each of these questions based on the data collected. I also
discuss the implications of these findings, including the limitations of the data, directions for
further study, and the ways that continued research into this topic can help creative writing
studies (CWS) reach its goal of disciplinary status.

Traditionalist vs. Writer-Teacher-Scholar Debate

The quantitative data, in some ways, lined up with debates found in CWS. For example,
respondents who believed that external or societal factors influence creative potential were more
likely to consider a wide range of factors as important. These findings are reminiscent of
arguments brought forth by writer-teacher-scholars, who are likely to demand that teachers
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respond to and encourage diversity in the classroom (Haake, 2000). Writer-teacher-scholars also
tend to advocate for students from disadvantaged or underrepresented backgrounds (Haake,
2000). Furthermore, some of the data did suggest that writers who believe everyone has the
capacity for creativity are less likely to consider genetics, talent, or skill as influential or
determining factors in creative potential. These numbers are reminiscent of the criticisms that
writer-teacher-scholars make about traditionalists, namely, that they deem a handful of their
students to be talented writers, then ignore the potential of the rest of their students (Ritter &
Vanderslice, 2007).
That said, much of the data suggested that respondents’ thoughts about creativity are
much more complex than a traditionalist vs. writer-teacher-scholar binary might suggest. Some
of the correlations suggest that more than two schools of thought could be influencing the data
set. For example, despite correlating with each other, talent and genetics associated with different
items. Genetics correlated with personality, but talent did not. Furthermore, talent correlated with
skill, but genetics did not. Additionally, respondents who agreed that creativity could be lost over
time correlated with respondents who agreed that it can be gained over time, but despite
correlating with each other, these two groups did not necessarily agree on what factors determine
or influence creative potential. Those who said that creativity can be lost were more likely to rate
genetics as important, whereas the answers given by respondents who said that creativity can be
gained over time correlated with their beliefs about the importance of social circle and culture.
It is much too soon to speculate on why the correlations emerged the way they did,
especially because it is almost certain that respondents were interpreting the questions in diverse
ways, which muddle the data. The exploratory factor analysis revealed that the items being
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measured in this study did not load cleanly onto factors, and the qualitative results confirmed that
despite answering scaled questions the same way, respondents had diverse reasons for doing so.
In general, the data are successful from an exploratory standpoint because they quantitatively
suggest that a diverse array of philosophical perspectives about creative writing exist. The data
also reveal how much work remains to be done clarifying the terminology used in creative
writing. However, the data cannot yet accurately identify what philosophical schools of thought
exist. In response to the first two questions, this study suggests that creative writing philosophy
is too complex to split into two camps, but the true diversity of that philosophy will not become
clear without further research into how respondents interpret phrases and questions about
creativity. It is far too early to declare the existence of concrete schools of thought because
understudied or undiscovered philosophies could be influencing respondents’ beliefs about
creativity, but the observations in this study are useful for exploring and analyzing the
philosophical foundations behind others’ beliefs about creativity.

Exploring the Foundations of Creative Philosophy

Originally, I had hoped to map out some or all of the possible beliefs respondents might
have about creative writing, but such an endeavor would take a long time, and new territory will
always be uncovered in the process. However, in response to question three, this study does
provide cardinal directions for both myself and other explorers. Despite the variety of images
and concepts provided in respondents’ qualitative answers, it was possible to describe each
respondent’s answers as externally and/or internally focused. I also found that the respondents’
answers consistently supported or rejected a variety of creative constraints. While I hesitate to
use the term “labeling” when analyzing the qualitative data, I was able to name the common

85
rhetorical themes I saw in respondents’ answers, which gave me consistent terminology that was
useful in comparing an otherwise overwhelming variety of responses.
Based on the results of this study, I argue that creative writing scholars, when analyzing
anyone’s beliefs about creative writing, should examine where they fit within two major
alignments of creative writing philosophy: the Internal/External alignment and the
Universal/Constraining alignment. In addition, the results supported previous research indicating
that respondents’ beliefs about creativity would be influenced by their perception of creativity as
a person, process, and/or product, but I will add one observation to these findings: It should be
possible to analyze a respondent’s beliefs about creativity as a person, process, or product by
looking at the verbs, nouns, and adjectives they use to describe creativity and analyzing them
within the rhetorical context in which they were made.
Another major finding of this study is that creativity as a philosophy is strongly tied to
other philosophical concepts, and this connection should be thoroughly explored. Some authors
have used literary, pedagogical, psychological, or philosophical concepts as a lens through which
they analyze their creative writing pedagogies. My findings indicate that these various lenses are
not only useful as borrowed frameworks, but they may be necessary to fully understanding how
creativity works. Respondents in this survey tied creativity to politics, religion, education, and
social justice, even when the questions did not require them to consider these issues.
Respondents’ beliefs about creativity occurred within a context, and I recommend that creative
writing studies, to grow as a discipline, should consider possible concepts that could influence
our beliefs about the nature and purpose of creativity.
In terms of how to consider these contexts, I now believe it unwise to analyze creative
writing philosophy with the immediate goal of identifying camps or schools of thought. Both the
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quantitative and qualitative results make it clear that our beliefs about the nature of creativity and
creative writing are more complicated than the literature suggests. It is true that when comparing
writer-teacher-scholarship to traditionalist views, proponents of each differ in set ways along
binary lines of questioning. However, survey respondents’ conceptions of creativity and creative
writing operated along multiple scales and spectrums and were driven by their beliefs about
ethics, individualism, religion, social justice, the education system, and other concepts whose
connection to creative writing are not immediately obvious. Therefore, rather than looking at
creative writing studies as a binary divide between traditionalism and writer-teacher-scholarship,
scholars are better served by exploring the diverse ways in which writers perceive creativity.
I recommend that scholars begin these explorations by outlining what they believe about
the nature of creativity and why they have come to believe it. In addition, studies that explore the
beliefs of writers outside the academic circuit are valuable. The wide array of perceptions
respondents had about the nature of creativity implies that the “different things” noticed by
Myers (2006) stem from fundamental differences in beliefs. As an effect of such diverse
perceptions, it makes sense that creative writers would take such wide-ranging and contradictory
approaches to learning, practicing, and teaching creative writing. It also stands to reason that
discussions about creative writing would be frustrating and filled with miscommunication.
Writers, teachers, and scholars have produced material describing their own definitions of
creativity and creative writing, but few writers are forced to confront or challenge their own
personal definitions, much less publish anything defending their own perceptions of creativity.
Based on the results of this study, I believe the range of potential beliefs about creativity are
much larger than suspected. Without seeing material from proponents of each of the potential
definitions of creativity, it is too soon to begin defining schools of thought.
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Furthermore, the results of this study almost certainly do not represent the full spectrum
of philosophies and factors that might influence someone’s beliefs about creativity or creative
writing. Certain correlations between factors remain mysterious, and the factor analysis results
were vague, suggesting that more must be done to isolate factors and avoid false results. As early
as the pilot survey, respondents argued about the meaning of certain terms, especially “talent,”
“genetics,” “work environment,” and “personality.” For future studies, it would be rhetorically
and quantitatively useful to unpack these terms and isolate each of the different meanings they
carry for writers.

Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. For starters, because creative writers are a
large and diverse group, this survey cannot be considered a representative sample of the
population. Some groups of creative writers might be easier to reach by survey than others, and
there may yet be more perspectives available beyond those of the 117 responses collected here.
It is also important to stress that this study and this survey are exploratory. The survey
was designed in conjunction with the qualitative study; the qualitative responses were included
to catch subtleties/items/considerations not accounted for in the quantitative measures. EFA is an
early stage in scale development (DeVellis, 2012), so these results may be useful for considering
future scales of development in CWS. New items can be generated from the results; these are
useful in building new surveys and clarifying items, which might change how the factors load in
future studies. In summation, the survey used for this study served a useful purpose, but I
recommend making significant revisions before using it in any other research context.
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Suggestions for Future Study

One of the best parts about studying creative writing is that the territory is new and
relatively unexplored. There is a significant amount of potential for future research. Based on the
preliminary results, I can recommend several potential avenues for exploration. First, the
beginning of the survey asked which factors respondents considered important in determining or
influencing creative potential. Although it was too much to do in this survey, I do believe that it
would be interesting to try separating permanent vs. dynamic influences on creativity to explore
which aspects respondents believe can be changed over time. As described in Chapter 2,
Kaufman (2013) writes that the nature/nurture debate has been complicated by advances in other
fields, such as epigenetics, which might further influence how we perceive permanent vs.
dynamic influences in creative writing studies.
Because of the nature of creativity, it was a struggle to use definitions that would be
universally recognized. Just as compositionists like Elbow (1994) have discussed the
contentiousness of terms such as “style” and “voice” in writing studies, “talent” and “ability” are
words that inspire many different definitions among creative writers. It is worth the time invested
to analyze these words rhetorically, and such a project would help clarify a number of otherwise
frustrating and unproductive discussions.
Although it is clear that sociological perspectives and external influences play important
roles in our understanding of creativity, I am limited in my ability to determine how writers’
personal situations influence their beliefs about creative writing. Externalist-leaning respondents
felt strongly that time, money, and support systems could make the difference between a
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successful and unsuccessful writer, but it is unclear how writers’ personal access to resources,
such as their annual income, influenced their opinions.
Respondents’ perceptions of their own internal ability to create also merit further study.
While many respondents expressed their general feelings about who can be creative, they did not
usually discuss their own perceived level of creative potential. An attitudinal or affective survey
would be an interesting way of gauging how writers’ beliefs influence their self-perceptions,
especially because many of the respondents argued that personality is a somewhat to very
important factor in determining or influencing creative potential.
The alignments developed in this study are useful for developing future investigations
into how certain beliefs about creativity might be used to predict other beliefs. I have noticed
some indications that universalists refer to creativity as a person or a process, whereas
traditionalists focus on the person or final product. I also wonder if externalists are more likely to
become writing teachers, or more specifically, writer-teacher-scholars. A teacher who believes
that outside influences can positively affect a writer might be drawn to a career where one can
provide those influences. While I believe such a trend would match the literature, this hypothesis
requires further study.
Finally, once the belief systems that drive our understanding of creativity and creative
writing become clearer, it will be possible to start tying those beliefs to respondents’
philosophies about other systems, such as education. There is already evidence to suggest that
teachers with a strong belief in modern composition theory might also learn toward universalist
ideology about creative writing. As discussed in Chapter 2, the first creative writing scholars
often looked to composition theory for inspiration. However, we know little about how an
average student’s beliefs about systemic education might influence or be influenced by one’s
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beliefs about the nature of creativity, and learning more might give teachers the tools they need
to convince reluctant students (or reluctant administrators) to view creative writing as a vibrant,
important contributor to our understanding of writing.
Creativity is a rich topic, one of importance to students’ development as scholars,
humans, and citizens. CWS offers an opportunity to continue pushing the boundaries of this
increasingly interdisciplinary subject. If scholars continue to illustrate creative writing’s
foundation, especially its philosophical connection to other fields, then it will not only have
justified its disciplinary status but also provided a valuable and unique contribution to our
understanding of creativity as a whole.
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Survey-- Seeking Faculty Input
I hope that I can draw on your expertise as a practicing creative writing faculty member
to provide some advice about a survey that I will use as a component of my research into the
ways that creative writing university faculty members conceive of creative writing as an
academic field. For my dissertation, I intend to survey creative writing faculty and administrators
to explore their foundational beliefs about creative writing as a practice, field, and/or subject. My
goal is to analyze the survey results for trends that I can use to pinpoint the major schools of
philosophical thought in creative writing studies.
To successfully conduct this survey, I want to make sure I am asking questions that will
draw out helpful answers about respondents’ beliefs concerning creative writing without
accidentally excluding potential viewpoints. If you, as an expert in the field, would be willing to
look at my draft survey and provide commentary, I expect that your assessment will help me to
refine the instrument as a research tool.
The attached survey is a draft of what I hope to eventually send. If you were building or
responding to this survey, what questions would you have, or what survey questions would you
want to add? Based on your experiences with creative writing, what would you recommend I add
to this survey? Please comment also about anything that you might delete or about anything that
requires clarification.
Thank you for your time,
Kelle Mullineaux
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Information for Survey Participants:
By clicking this link, you agree to participate in a 20-minute survey for the dissertation
project, “The Rhetoric of Creative Writing Pedagogy.” This study is being conducted by Kelle
Mullineaux, a Ph.D. student in English at Northern Illinois University, and because the study
focuses on the epistemological foundations of creative writing as a practice, field, and/or subject,
you will be asked questions regarding your beliefs about creative writing. The data collected
from these survey responses will be analyzed for trends that reflect or illustrate major schools of
philosophical thought in creative writing studies. Anyone involved in the teaching of creative
writing is encouraged to add their responses to this survey, so feel free to share this survey with
anyone who you think might be interested. Your participation will ensure that your perspective is
considered when building a conceptual map of creative writing philosophy.
If you are willing to participate in the second round of the data collection process, a 30minute interview, please provide your name and contact information at the end of the survey.
There are no reasonably foreseeable risks involved in completing the survey. Your information
from the surveys (and from any information gathered through interviews) will be kept
confidential, and any identifying information collected in the responses will not be used in
reports. All survey responses will remain on a password-protected computer and will be
destroyed three years from the completion of the dissertation.
By participating in this survey, you consent to the terms outlined above; however, you
may choose to abandon the survey at any time. Incomplete surveys will not be counted for datacollection purposes. If you have any questions, please contact the principal researcher, Kelle
Mullineaux, at KSills@niu.edu or her advisor, Dr. Thomas McCann, at tmccann1@niu.edu. If
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you have questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the NIU Office
of Research Compliance at 815-753-8588.

Thank you for your time,
Kelle Mullineaux
KSills@niu.edu
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Perceptions of Creative Writing
1 Please rate the importance of the following factors in influencing one’s creative potential:
Genetics (DNA):

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
2 Talent (imbued ability):

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
3 Skill:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
4 Personality:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
5 Physical surroundings:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
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6 Social circle:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
7 Parents/Guardians:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
8 K-12 school system:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
9 College/University experience:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
10 Work Environment:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
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11 Culture:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
12 Gender:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
13 Race:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
14 Economic Status:

Not Important (1)

Slightly Important (2)

Somewhat Important (3)

Important (4)

Very Important (5)
14.5 Should you wish to do so, use the space below to elaborate on any of the answers you have
given so far.
15 Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements. If desired, explain your
answers using the blank space below each answer.
"Everyone has the capacity for creativity."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
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15.5 If desired, explain your answer.
16 "Creativity can be lost over time."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
16.5 If desired, explain your answer.
17 "Creativity can be gained over time."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
17.5 If desired, explain your answer.
18 "Creativity can be taught."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
18.5 If desired, explain your answer.
19 "Life Experience impacts one’s ability to produce creative work."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
19.5 If desired, explain your answer.
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20 "Creative writers benefit from consistently reading literary fiction and/or poetry."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
20.5 If desired, explain your answer.
21 "Creative writers benefit from reading any creative work in any genre."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
21.5 If desired, explain your answer.
22 "Creative Writers benefit from a theoretical background in literary studies."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
22.5 If desired, explain your answer.
23 "Creative Writers benefit from a theoretical background in rhetoric/composition."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
23.5 If desired, explain your answer.
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24 "Creative Writing teachers should continually question and reflect on their pedagogy."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
24.5 If desired, explain your answer.
25 "Creative Writing teachers benefit from reading and producing scholarship related to the field
of creative writing."

Strongly Disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Neither Agree nor Disagree (3)

Agree (4)

Strongly agree (5)
25.5 If desired, explain your answer.
Please provide written responses to the following questions:
26 What is your personal definition of creativity?
27 What genres and products can be creative?
28 What genres and products cannot be creative?
29 What qualities must a work have to be creative?
30 Who should evaluate whether something is creative?
31 Who can become creative?
32 What is the place of creativity in the university?
33 What creative writing resources do you most often recommend to fellow writers?
34 What creative writing resources do you most often recommend to students?
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35 Demographic Information:

I am or have been the following:

 A student seeking a minor or certificate in Creative Writing (1)
 A student seeking a Bachelors in Creative Writing (2)
 A student seeking a Masters (MA) in Creative Writing (3)
 A student seeking a Master of Fine Arts (MFA) in Creative Writing (4)
 A student seeking a Ph.D. in Creative Writing (5)
 A University Teaching Assistant (TA) (6)
 …and I have taught classes in composition (7)
 …and I have taught classes in literary studies (8)
 …and I have taught creative writing classes (9)
 An adjunct (10)
 …and I have taught classes in composition (11)
 …and I have taught classes in literary studies (12)
 …and I have taught creative writing classes (13)
 A non-tenured, full-time instructor (14)
 …and I have taught classes in composition (15)
 …and I have taught classes in literary studies (16)
 …and I have taught creative writing classes (17)
 A tenure-track faculty member (18)
 …and I have taught classes in composition (19)
 …and I have taught classes in literary studies (20)
 …and I have taught creative writing classes (21)
 A teacher or director of a creative writing program not affiliated with a university (22)
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 An administrator (please specify program[s] below): (23) ____________________
 I have other relevant work experience in creative writing (Please specify) (24)
____________________
 I have no experience in the above fields, but I am interested in creative writing. (25)
36 At birth were you described as…


Male (1)



Female (2)



Intersex (3)

37 Which of the following do you use to describe yourself?


Male (1)



Female (2)



In another way (3)



I prefer not to say (4)

38 Do you identify as LGBTQ+?


Yes (1)



No (2)

39 Please select your age:


I am under 18 years of age (1)



I am between 18-29 years of age (2)



I am between 30-39 years of age (3)



I am between 40-49 years of age (4)



I am between 50-59 years of age (5)



I am between 60-69 years of age (6)



I am 70 years of age or older (7)
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40 I am…


Hispanic or Latino (1)



Not Hispanic or Latino (2)

41 Please select one or more races with which you identify:


American Indian or Alaska Native (1)



Asian (2)



Black or African American (3)



Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (4)



White (5)



Other (6)



I prefer not to say (7)

42 If needed, are you available and willing to participate in a 30-minute interview about your
perceptions of the nature of creativity?


Yes (1)



No (2)

[If No Is Selected, Then Skip to End of Survey]

42.5 If you responded yes, please list the kind of interview you would prefer (phone or email)
and your preferred contact information:
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